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For my four children, 
| write for you, | dream 
for you, | live for you 


++++ 
Prologue 


The halls had long since expelled the energetic swarm of 
youthful humanity, and the din of lockers and laughter had long 
since settled into stillness. It was his least favorite time of the 
day. He could lose himself in their conversations, lurk behind 
them as they ran, as they danced, as they embraced one another. 
He could sit in on many a lecture, solve the most challenging 
equations, recite the first chapter of a Tale of Two Cities word for 
word, and as long as life filled the halls, he could pretend he lived 
among them. But when they were gone he was utterly and 
completely alone. Alone as he had been day after day, year after 
year, decade after decade. There was a time he had descended 
into madness - but time had brought him out again. What good is 
being crazy if there is no one who can deem you insane? Or for 
that matter - care whether you are normal? Insanity was 
exhausting and futile. So was pain. For a time, the despair was so 
great that he begged for oblivion. But time had taken even that 
from him. Now he simply wished to feel anything at all. And so he 
continued on, waiting for redemption. 


1 
“RUMBLE” 


Link Wray - 1958 


August, 1958 


The parking lot had been freshly lined, and the pavement 
was so new and clean it gleamed in the moonlight. The final 
touches had just been added on the brand new high school that 


cast a long shadow over a pile of construction debris that had yet 
to be hauled off. Crickets chirped, and the breeze sighed, and 
from far off the sounds of a souped up Chevy with a loud muffler 
grew steadily 

closer. Then, as if the noisy muffler had awakened the night, the 
sound multiplied and split, and lights from several vehicles swung 
onto the long road leading to the school. Soon shouts and music 
could be heard spilling from open windows. Shiny chrome and 
heavy curves slid and jerked to haphazard rest as arms and legs 
and exuberant youth spilled out of heavy doors painted in dizzy 
pink, pastel yellow and cherry red. As the cars continued to fill the 
newly minted parking lot, battle lines began to emerge, as each 
vehicle seemed to pick a side, leaving a swath of empty black 
between the two. It was a party atmosphere with an undercurrent 
of danger, and the expectation in the air hummed along with 
Chuck Berry reelin’ and a’ rockin from the radio tuned in on every 
Car. 

The cacophony of laughter and leers feverishly peaked 
and then hushed in anticipation. The guys pulled their combs 
nervously through greased back waves, and the girls made sure 
their red lipstick was freshly applied as a low riding, black Chevy 
Bel Air with thin red flames curling down the sides slid down the 
empty space between the opposing sides, like a dancer taking 
center stage. The car slowed and then swung into a spot left open 
just for him. The heavy door of the shiny Chevy opened, and a 
black boot hit the ground as Johnny Kinross stepped out of his 
pride and joy and lit a cigarette like he had all the time in the 
world and no one was watching. 

He was dressed like some of the other guys -- jeans, boots, 
white tee and black leather jacket, but he seemed suited to his 
choice where others looked posed. His dark blonde hair swooped 
high off his forehead, and his blue eyes swept over the kids 
standing by or sitting atop somebody’s Studebaker or someone 
else’s Lincoln or any one of the various cars and trucks arranged 
in two lines. Johnny noticed that Irene Honeycutt's pink Cadillac 


convertible took up two spaces. It was a miracle she hadn't 
dented a tailfin yet. That baby was so long it could drive in two 
counties at once. Irene was the only girl in Honeyville who had her 
very own spankin' new wheels. He wouldn't mind taking that car 
for a ride, not to mention the girl. 

Donnie had put new wheels on his truck, and it looked like 
Carter’s dad had come through on the new carburetor for his old 
Ford. The last he’d seen, it was up on blocks. He would have 
helped him put it in if he had known. Johnny let the cars distract 
him; the cataloging of parts and paint jobs calmed him down and 
made him forget for just a moment that he was here to bloody a 
few noses, break a few tail lights, and generally raise Cain. 

But someone had alerted the ladies. Who the hell brought chicks 
to a rumble? Johnny sighed and tossed his cigarette. He was 
almost nineteen years old and already felt way too old for this 
shit. Eyeing the school, he thanked his stars that he would never 
have to attend the shiny new edifice the whole town was talking 
about. He had graduated in May, and he was never setting foot 
inside the new Honeyville High. They would have to kill him first. 
He had almost never attended classes at the o/d school. Classes 
were torture, and sitting still had never been his thing. 
Graduating had been tricky, but he had a head for numbers, and 
no one made him read in math. Mechanics and wood shop were 
easy. So all it took was a few stolen kisses with Miss Barker, his 
lonely English teacher, and she gave him good enough grades to 
just squeak by. 

The passenger door on his black hot rod opened, and his 
fourteen-year old kid brother, Billy, stepped out. He didn't try to 
imitate Johnny. It would have been laughable if he had. He wore 
thick glasses with black rims and could never seem to get his hair 
to lie down at his crown or swoop up off his forehead, so he wore 
it in a tight crew cut and looked more at home in bow ties and 
sweater vests than tee shirts and leather. He had insisted on 
coming along, though, knowing that Johnny was more likely to 
remain calm if his little brother was with him. Johnny had told him 


to stay home and had expected Billy to give in to his stern 
command, but for once Billy had been adamant, Knowing that 
Johnny was set on picking a fight all because of him. 

"You lookin' for Roger, Johnny?" Someone called out. 
Johnny didn't bother to answer. They all knew he was. Johnny 
strolled down the line of cars and stopped in front of Irene 
Honeycutt's pink ride. Irene smiled shyly, and her girlfriends 
giggled a little and elbowed each other. Irene probably shouldn't 
be smiling considering Roger Carlton was her guy, but Johnny had 
that effect on the girls. If he wanted to, he could crook his little 
finger at any one of the twittering females perched on Irene's car 
and be hot and heavy in five minutes flat. Maybe later. He really 
wasn't that interested in Irene's friends. From what he'd seen, 
Johnny wasn't so sure the blue-eyed brunette was that in to 
Roger. But who was he to question it? Roger was smart, rich, and 
popular, and Irene's daddy sure seemed to have plans for him. 
Johnny had plans for him, too. He was going to beat the hell out of 
Roger and all his cronies and swear that it'd be ten times worse 
the next time anyone messed with Billy Kinross. 


"He isn't here, Johnny!" A plump redhead named Paula called out, and 
Irene leveled a look at her that Johnny couldn't decipher. The 


redhead squirmed nervously and ducked her head when another 
girl poked her in the ribs. Johnny zoned in and moved close to the 
nervous little carrot-top. Tipping her chin up with a long finger, 
Johnny spoke low and clear. "Then where is he, Pidge?" 

Paula stammered a little, and her cheeks flamed as bright 
as her hair. "I, um, I'm not sure...he just wanted us to tell you he 
had better things to do...or something...] think. Um...didn't he say 
that, Irene?" 

“Then what are all of you doing here?" Johnny jerked his 
head, indicating the crowd, his eyes meeting Irene's, demanding 
an answer. She didn't respond, but her blue eyes were wide and 
the expression on her face had him smelling a rat. The crowd 
shifted uncomfortably, and someone cleared his throat. A few of 
the guys that Johnny called friend started asking questions and 


calling out, and everyone seemed to chime in at once: "We 
haven't seen him Johnny -“ 

"Somebody said they thought he was here!" 

“Tommy swears he saw his wheels parked here an hour 
ago!" "Go home, Johnny!" Someone else called out. "No one 
wants trash like you or your brother hangin’ around here!" The 
voice came from back in the crowd and Carter and Jimbo were on 
it immediately, a scuffle breaking out before Johnny could even 
see who it was. Like it had been carefully orchestrated, Roger 
Carlton’s friends were suddenly swarming out of the backs of 
trucks and cars. Fists were pumping and insults flying as Carter 
and Jimbo were swallowed up in the fracas. Donnie and Luke 
were in there somewhere, too. Luke's bright hair and superior 
height made him visible for a moment before someone pulled 
him down. 

"Hey! Hey!" Johnny shouted out as girls screamed and a 
few random horns bellowed as people scrambled to jump into 
their cars or out of their cars, depending on whether or not they 
wanted in or out of the trouble that had erupted. 

Turning to Billy, Johnny swung his arm out fiercely, 
grabbing him by the shirt and pulling him in close. "Stay in the 
car, little brother. These guys don't fight fair, and it's gonna get 
ugly. | can't worry about you getting the crap beat out of you 
while I'm wailing on Carlton." 

"Just let it go, Johnny,” Billy pleaded. "We shouldn't have 
come here at all. | have the willies about all of this, like cooties 
marching up my spine or somethin'." 

"Just stay out of it, Billy!" Johnny insisted again, releasing 
Billy’s shirt and shoving his brother back towards his car. "Take 
my car and head down the road a ways. I'll meet you in an hour 
at The Malt." The Malt was an ice cream parlor where the kids 
liked to hang out and flirt. It wasn't really Johnny's scene, but he 
knew Billy would be safe there. 

"What if | get caught? You know | ain’t got proof!" Billy 
hated getting in trouble, and driving without a license would 


Then, 


definitely garner some unwanted attention if the cops pulled him 
over. "And what if | wreck your car?" Billy's voice rose in panic at 
the thought of putting even a scratch on Johnny's car. That would 
be even worse than getting caught driving. 

"You'll be fine! Just go!" Screams and shouts pulled Johnny's 

attention from his little brother, and he shrugged out of his 

leather jacket, threw it at Billy, and took off at a run, barely 
intercepting an attempt to brain Carter with a piece of a two- by- 

four someone had snagged from the construction debris. 
Alarm sounds were jangling through Johnny's head as he 

realized these guys weren't playing around. In his periphery, he 
noticed cars peeling out as the ladies apparently realized this was 
not a place they wanted to be. Good. One less thing he had to 
worry about. And there was plenty to be concerned about, 
because Johnny and his friends were sorely out numbered. What 
was supposed to be a man to man brawl had turned out to be 3 
or 4 to one. Johnny felt himself go cold as he cranked up the 
volume on the intensity of his own attack. So where the hell was 
Carlton?! 


as if his question had been overheard and answered by some 
unseen power, Johnny saw him. The walkway to the entrance of 


the school was lit up, and Roger Carlton was running towards the 
front doors at full soeed. Johnny forced his way through the 
swinging arms, landing a few shots and taking more than a couple 
on his way out of the writhing mass of fists and feet. Just as he 
thought he would break free, someone flew into him, knocking 
him down and wrapping him up in the thrashing legs and arms of 
several people. By the time Johnny had fought his way back out, 
Carlton was gone. 

Johnny raced toward the entrance of the school, eyes 
swinging left and right, and then swinging right again and 
stopping cold. His baby was still parked where he had left her, but 
the driver's side door was hanging open as if Billy had suddenly 
changed his mind about leaving and bailed out in a hurry. The 
front head lights were broken in. It looked as if someone had 


taken a bat to the windows, too. Rage pounded in Johnny's 
temples. He had no doubt who had inflicted the damage. 

Looking back at the ongoing fight, there was no sign of 
Billy, but it was hard to see which way was up in that mess. Billy 
wouldn't have been able to hold his own for too long with those 
guys. He was better at using his brain than his fists, and from 
what Johnny could see, the guys trading blows knew what they 
were doing. In fact, Carter, Jimbo, and the rest looked like they 
had turned a corner and were more than holding their own. He 
would give the fight about 30 seconds more before Carlton's 
goons started running and pleading uncle. But where was Carlton, 
and more urgently, where was Billy? 

From somewhere far off, Johnny thought he heard the sounds of 
sirens. Heat. He had to get Billy and scram. Running on instinct, 
he headed for the entrance to the school. Just as he had feared, 
the door was unlocked. Either someone had a key, or the 
construction crew had been negligent and left the school opened, 
which didn't make any sense. He needed time to find Billy, teach 
Carlton a lesson, and get out before the cops thought to sniff 
around INSIDE the school. The unlocked door wouldn't afford him 
much time, but hopefully the cops would assume the school was 
locked up tight and the fight had remained 

outside. 

The entrance opened into a large three story rotunda with 
gleaming tiles and a great staircase that swept upward to twin 
balconies that edged the second and third floors. 

"Billy!' Johnny called out, suddenly uncertain as to where 
to go. The school seemed silent and untouched, and all at once 
he doubted the wisdom in coming through the doors. If the cops 
caught him in here he would have more than a few bruises and 
a black eye to explain. Breaking and entering maybe, 
even though the door had been open... 

A gunshot rang out, interrupting his second thoughts. 
Johnny ran forward, taking the stairs three at a time, hurling 
himself up the wide expanse. Oh God, please no....no... no.... the 


words pounded through his head as he cleared the stairs and 
skidded to a stop on the third floor, eyes searching both ways 
down a long wide hallway that ran beyond the balcony to 
corridors and distant rooms. Suddenly, Billy was running toward 
him, his shirt untucked, his glasses gone, his face a mask of 
terror. A gun in his hand. 

“Johnny! Johnny! Run! Run! He's probably coming. Get 
out!" Billy cried out frantically as he raced down the hall, waving 
the gun towards the entrance as if to shoo Johnny towards it. 

"Billy, stop! Put the gun down, kid! You're scaring the hell 
out of me! Where did you get that - “ 

And then he knew. It was the gun he had taken from the 
trunk of the jalopy he had been servicing at Gene’s Automotive. 
He had seen the gun and impulsively wanted his mother to 
have it. He knew what she did for the extra money she was 
suddenly bringing home, and as much as he'd yelled and 
threatened and tried to protect her, she hadn't stopped. He had 
seen that gun sitting there like an answer to prayer the very 
morning after she had come home roughed up at two a.m. He 
hadn't let himself consider the repercussions of what he was 
about to do. It was small and lightweight, and he'd thought he 
could teach her how to use it. So he'd taken it. He had never 
stolen a thing in his life, 
contrary to popular opinion, and he knew if his boss, Gene, ever 
found out what he'd done, he would lose his job. But the owner 
of the jalopy hadn't come back looking for it. At least not yet. He 
had had it in his car for a couple of days, trying to come up with 
a way to sell the subject to his mother. Obviously, Billy had found 
it first. 

"Billy! | heard a shot. Did you shoot someone? Did you 
shoot Carlton?" Johnny didn't know how he would get them out 
of trouble if Carlton was shot dead somewhere in the school. 

"No! | just wanted to scare him, you know? | was in your 
car. He didn't know | was there, and all at once he was smashing 
the windows and sides of your car with a bat. | got down on the 


floor, and there was this gun under your seat. | grabbed it. | 
thought if he saw it he would stop, and he did! When he saw me, 
he took off running toward the school, so | followed him." Billy was 
spitting the story out as fast as he could, and Johnny grabbed his 
shoulders to slow him down. 

"| told him to leave me alone and to leave Momma 
alone, but the gun went off accidentally, and the bullet broke a 
window back there." Billy's face screwed up in worry. "I don't 
know how much windows cost. | hope | have enough saved to 
cover it." 

"Billy! You aren't gonna tell anyone about the gun or 
the window. We're getting out of here right now." 

“Johnny! Look out!" Billy cried out and stumbled back against 
the balcony railing as Carton hurled himself out of the shadows. 
He had circled around and come down the other end of the long 
hallway. Johnny's back had been to him the whole time, and Billy 

had been too distracted and upset to see him coming up the 

dark corridor. The air whooshed out of Johnny in a painful blast 
as Roger Carlton tackled him from behind. Billy cried out again, 
and the gun discharged once more. Johnny felt something burst 
in his chest as he plowed into Billy, unable to stop or even slow 
his momentum. He wrapped his arms around his brother, trying 
to cushion the impact, unintentionally pinning 

Billy’s arms at his sides and forcing him back. They hurtled over 
the balcony railing and flipped end over end, unimpeded as they 
plunged to the unforgiving tiles two floors below. 


Johnny tried to open his eyes and resisted the magnetic pull that 
fought to wrench him from himself. It was like the pull of the 


undertow, and for a moment Johnny thought he was dreaming. He 
thought he was back at the beach - ten years old - feeling the 
sand being sucked out beneath his toes, his mom and Billy back 
on the blanket, the sun bright overhead. But the pull was much 
stronger, and Johnny fought for something to anchor himself to. 
His hands didn't want to work, and his legs felt like they had fallen 
asleep. His chest burned like he had been too long underwater. 
He curled his toes inside his boots and fought against the pull with 
all his might. Why was he wearing his boots at the beach? 
In terror, he realized what the pull was, and he forced his 
eyes open to find his brother. Billy lay beside him. 
"Billy?" He tried to form the words, but he could not. 
"Billy!" He tried again and heard only a whisper of breath. 
Billy wasn't fighting the pull like Johnny was. He was lying on his 
back, and his eyes were opened. There was blood beneath his 
head, and he wasn't moving. He wasn't moving, and he wasn't 
breathing. 
Johnny screamed inside his head. He screamed, and he 
fought the pull and demanded an audience with the source of the 
power trying to disconnect him from his body. 


"I'm not going anywhere!" he raged over and over, over and over, until 
the pressure built and exploded in white light and brilliant sparks 


like a blow torch on metal. Johnny felt a snapping and a 
shredding. But there was no pain, only pressure, and then a 
giant crack, like a million balloons simultaneously popping. And 
then...nothing. 

2 


“SOUND OFF” 


Vaughn Monroe - 1951 


November, 2010 


Maggie swung one long leg up behind her and unfolded 
her arms like a great bird lifting itself off the water. Rising on 
relevé she felt the beauty of the movement and smiled to herself. 
This was the best kind of dancing: no one around, the dance floor 
all yours, no critics, no fans, just music. Singing to herself, Maggie 
Swung around and faced her reflection in the mirror. Wide blue 
eyes met wide blue eyes for an instant before a long dark cloud 
of hair obscured her vision. Swinging her hair back in a practiced 
movement, Maggie yelped as she caught another reflection 
standing just beyond her. 

"Sorry, Miss Margaret." Gus Jasper looked abashed. "I 
didn't mean to scare you. | just need your help now." 

Old Gus was the school's long time maintenance man, 
which made him her boss. Gus was as good natured and gentle as 
he was patient, which was fortunate for Maggie, because this 
wasn’t the first time he’d had to come find her after school. 
Luckily, he never seemed to mind. 

Maggie looked dejectedly at the clock. Yep. Time was up. 
For the last three months, Maggie had worked as a janitor almost 
every day after school. Cleaning the school was a giant pain, but 
it gave Maggie the money she needed to be on the dance team, 
and Gus was sweet to give her a key to the dance room so that 
she could squeeze in some dancing in the evenings when her 
work was done and early in the morning before school started. 
She hadn't meant to lose track of time. Usually she knew better 
than to allow herself to stay after last period, which was when the 
dance team rehearsed. She had just wanted to dance by herself 
for a minute, and then she got a little carried away. Before she 
knew it, a half hour had passed. 

"I'm sorry you had to come looking for me, Gus." Maggie smiled 
her apology. She scrambled for her duffle bag, pulled her 
sweatshirt on over her leotard, and shoved her feet into her worn 


out Chuck's. Her dance pants were loose and comfortable and 
would do as well as her jeans. She couldn't exactly change in 
front of Gus. Leotard notwithstanding, she didn't want to 
embarrass the sweet, old guy. Plus, she was pretty sure Aunt 

Irene would not think it was ladylike. Maggie smiled at the 

thought. Aunt Irene was nothing if not ladylike. 
Irene Honeycutt had been the lovely daughter of wealthy 
business owner, Jackson Honeycutt. Honeyville had been founded 
and named for Irene's own grandpa, and if there was a first 
family of Honeyville, the Honeycutts were it. Irene had married 
young to a promising son of Honeyville and lived the rest of her 
life in the confines of the Texas town. Her husband had turned 
out to be all promise, no prince. He had squandered Irene's 
inheritance, run Honeyville industries into the ground, and 
controlled Irene with an iron fist until the day he died. When he 
did, Irene had finally been able to bring Maggie to live with her. 
And she had finally been able to pursue Gus to her heart's 
content. Apparently, it was never too late for love. Maggie smiled 
again. Aunt Irene denied it, but Maggie was pretty sure she had a 
thing for the gentle, black janitor. 

Gus had come to Texas as a young man to play 
basketball for an all black college. He had badly injured his knee 
and instead of playing basketball, 
he had ended up in Honeyville with his new bride, working as a 
janitor at the high school. He had been there ever since. Gus and 
Irene had become acquainted when Gus’s wife, Mona, had been 
hired as a housekeeper for the Honeycutt family when Irene was 
just a senior in high school. When Irene had married and set up 
her own house, Mona Jasper had gone with her. The two had 
become more than just employer and employee. Mona had 
struggled with her pregnancies, eventually giving birth to two 
healthy babies when she was in her early forties. Irene never gave 
birth to any babies at all, but had been plagued by one 
miscarriage after another. The two women had bonded through 
shared experiences, through heartache and loss. They had 


learned to laugh together and look out for one another. Irene had 
grieved almost as deeply as Gus when Mona died several years 
ago. She had promised Mona that she would look after Gus and 
Mona’s young grandson, and she had kept that promise. 

"Are you and Shad coming to dinner tonight, Gus?" Maggie 
asked as they began their rounds, emptying classroom garbage 
cans and changing trash bags. Shad was Gus's fourteen-year-old 
grandson who was currently living with his grandpa. His mother's 
whereabouts were mostly unknown, and his father's identity was 
completely unknown, which made Shadrach Jasper Gus's 
responsibility most of the time. And he was a handful, that one. 

“Aunt Irene said she's making lemon meringue pie for 
desert. She said it was your favorite." Maggie waggled her 
eyebrows at Gus, and he smiled sheepishly at her. 

“We'll be there, Miss Margaret.” Gus nodded his head with 
his assent. “But we gotta get the floors in the upper halls mopped 
up tonight, and I’m still workin’ on that gymnasium floor. 
Shadrach's working on the second floor and the lobby as we 
speak. | need you to go on up to the third floor and do your best 
to get those hallways done when we finish up here.” 

Maggie stifled a groan and instead cheerfully nodded her head, 

not wanting to complain. She hated working alone on the upper 

floors. She always felt as if someone was going to walk around 

the corner or sneak up behind her 

and drag her away. The gymnasium was so far away that Gus 
would never hear her if she screamed. If she were honest with 
herself, Gus probably wouldn’t hear her if he were in the very 
next hallway. He was always turning his hearing aid off when he 
was alone because it whistled and drove him crazy. The halls 
could be filled with howling banshees, and he wouldn’t know it. 
She wished she and Shad could work together, but Gus probably 
knew best. Shad talked non stop and was always trying to impress 
Maggie, which made Maggie laugh but didn't make either of them 
very productive. 

Grabbing the mop and bucket from the third floor janitor 


closet, Maggie filled the bucket with hot water and cleaning 
solution and made her way down the long hall that stretched from 
one end of the building to the other. The senior lockers, 
alternating in black and white, gleamed in parallel rows along 
each side. If you squinted and tilted your head they looked like 
the keys on a giant piano. Maggie realized she didn't have to 
squint at all and remembered she had left her glasses back in the 
dance room on top of the sound system. She wasn't trekking 
down there now . She would have to make due with limited vision 
and hope she didn't miss anything. 

About a half hour into her work, the music came on 
through the sound system, and Maggie had to smile at Gus's 
selection. Whenever she was alone up here he seemed to get a 
hankering for some oldies. She had gotten distracted by the 
music and ended up dancing down the hallways more than once. 
In fact, it happened almost every night. The songs all sounded 
like they would be played at a 50s Sock Hop or something. 

Maggie wasn't sure when “Great Balls of Fire” came out, but it 
was definitely decades old. It was still fun to dance too, though. 
Maggie sashayed and boogie woogie'd down the hall with her 
mop, going all Tom Cruise in “Risky Business.” Maybe she could 
convince the dance team to do a throwback number. Not likely. 
The girls on the dance team mostly ignored her. It was obvious 
that they thought her janitor job was a little embarrassing and, by 
association, seemed a little embarrassed that she was on the 
dance team. Maggie 
sighed loudly, posing Elvis style to the final refrain of 
“Goodness, Gracious, Great Balls of Fire!" 

Maggie was accustomed to being the odd man out. Since 
her parents had died when she was ten, Maggie had bounced 
around the foster care system, never staying anywhere for much 
more than a year. Her Great Aunt Irene was the only family she 
had, and though Irene had wanted her, Irene's husband, Roger 
Carlton, had not and had forbidden Irene from bringing the 
orphaned ten year-old Maggie to live with them. She had made a 


few friends along the way, only to leave them behind when her 
situation changed. 
She had learned to steel herself against close relationships and 
keep her own company. And though she wasn't mean, Maggie 
had become tough. She still remembered what it had been like to 
love and be loved, but after seven lonely years, she knew what it 
felt like to want love and not receive it and to be hungry for 
affection and never be touched. She knew what it felt like to be 
somebody's burden and to be somebody else's meal ticket. There 
were great people in the foster care system, but there were more 
than a few bad apples who took kids in only to collect the money 
the state paid in their behalf...or worse. 
Since Maggie had come to live with Aunt Irene, life had 
gotten a lot better. Irene showered her with love and was so 
genuinely happy to have her young niece with her at last that 
Maggie couldn't doubt her affection. Maggie's mother, Janice, 
had been close to her Aunt Irene all through her growing up 
years; her own mother, Irene's younger sister and Maggie's 
grandma, had lived right next door to Irene until she passed 
away from cervical cancer a couple years after Maggie's mother 
had gone back East for college. Aunt Irene had mourned her 
sister terribly and begged Janice to come home to stay. But 
Maggie's mother had met Mickey O'Bannon by that time, and 
the young Irishman had swept her off her feet. She hadn't 
wanted to leave him, even for her Aunt Irene. 
Maggie smiled mournfully at the thoughts of her 
parents. They had been wonderful. Her dad could dance 
without ever seeming to tire. He had 
jigged and spun her around, feet flying to the music he loved. 
Janice, her mother, had been less talented but equally exuberant, 
and the three of them had heartily enjoyed dancing together. 
Surprised at her melancholy musings, Maggie wiped a stray tear 
off her cheek and laughed a little to herself. It must be the music 
that was making her weepy. “Great Balls of Fire” had been 
followed by “Smoke Gets in Your Eyes,” and Maggie abandoned 


the mop altogether as she let the music lift her up and out of 
herself. 

Maggie hadn't had any formal training. No one paid for 
foster kids to have dance lessons. But she had watched and 
learned and practiced and no one would ever guess she had 
never had a single lesson. She loved to dance more than anything 
else in the world, and she really hoped Gus didn't come around 
the corner and see her dancing her heart out instead of mopping. 
If Shad saw her she would never hear the end of it. 

Maggie spun and swayed down the long corridor; dancing 
always made her feel like her parents were watching, and so she 
performed for them. The song rose to its climactic finish, and 
Maggie, extending her leg high behind her, arched her back and 
caught it, holding it with her head flung back and her eyes closed. 
As she released her leg and opened her eyes, she caught a 
glimpse of someone leaning against the lockers about halfway 
down the swiftly darkening hallway. Maggie cried out and fell to 
the glossy floor, all grace abandoning her. She crab-walked 
frantically back and promptly banged her head on the lockers 
behind her. 

"Crap!" Maggie said, rubbing the spot, her heart pounding 
in concert to the throbbing of her head. 

"Gus? Is that you? I'll get back to work, | promise. You 
know | can't resist dancing to a good song. It's all your fault, you 
know." Maggie laughed nervously and rose to her feet. "Gus?" 

There was no answer from the hallway where Maggie KNEW she 

had seen someone. Squinting and cursing herself for not having 
her glasses, Maggie rose to her feet and slowly moved toward the 

blackest part of the hallway. It was 

probably Shad, waiting to jump out at her and scare her to death. 
"Shad? You know you wish you could dance as good as me. Come 
on! Come out, and I'll teach you a few moves." Maggie and Shad 
were always arguing about who was the best dancer. Shad was 
terrible, but what he lacked in talent he made up for in 
personality. 


"Are you spying on me? Trying to learn something, huh?" 
No answer. It was not like Shad to remain quiet. In fact, Maggie 
thought it was probably physically impossible for him to be still 
for ten seconds. Maggie's heart started to pound double time. 

Evening had suddenly descended on the school, and the 
high windows above her offered little light to aid her search. But 
even without her glasses, Maggie could see that someone was 
definitely there. 

“Dumb! Dumb Girl!" she screamed at herself 

silently. "Danger ahead!" But she kept walking. The figure 
moved. 

"You shouldn't be in the school! I'll have to tell Gus, uh, 
Mr. Jasper that you're here!" Maggie's voice came out scared and 
sharp, and she jumped as it echoed off the now silent hallway. 
Maggie stopped, suddenly very afraid and unwilling to proceed 
further. 


"Cause we'll be reelin' and a’rockin’, rockin’ 


and a’reelin' all night" The music blasted out of the 
intercom above her, blaring and wailing, several decibels louder 
than it had been just seconds before. Maggie's hair lifted as if a 
strong wind had just swept down the hallway and wrapped around 
her. A flash of color and motion caught the corner of her eye, and 
she whirled, her legs leaden with fright, and fled down the 
corridor, skidding and sliding on the section of floor she had 
recently mopped. Without slowing at all, she raced to the 
emergency exit and flew down the two long flights of stairs. 
Bursting out the door and into the hallway below, Maggie didn't 
stop until she reached the gymnasium where Gus was laboring 
with a floor stripper. He was deaf to the world, or so it seemed, 


because he didn't turn until Maggie grabbed his arm. 


~ "Gus! Gus!" Maggie was breathless and gasping, and she had 
the almost irresistible urge to burst into tears. Gathering herself, 
she bit down on the tears and tried again. She had learned the 
hard way that crying got her nowhere. 

"Gus. There’s someone in the upstairs hallway. | called 
out to him...I think it was a man...and he didn't answer. It scared 
me, and | thought | better come get you." 

"What?" Gus switched his hearing aid back on, and 
Maggie heard a high pitched squeal. Gus winced in response. 

"Darn thing," Gus muttered to himself, and then 
looked at Maggie expectantly. "You okay, Miss Margaret?" 

Gus always called her Miss Margaret. It was kind of cute 
when she wasn't scared to death. 

Maggie repeated herself patiently, trying to appear calm 
and hoping that Gus wouldn't make her go back upstairs with him. 
On second thought, she didn't want to wait here by herself either. 

"Hmmm." Gus took off his baseball cap and scratched 
his head in thought. “You sure it wasn't Shad? Sounds like 
something he'd do." "I thought of that, but, no. It wasn't 
Shad." 

"Did | hear the lovely lady say my name?" Shadrach 
Jasper, all ninety pounds of him, strutted around the corner with 
his mop and bucket trundling behind him. "Miss me, Mags? 
‘Cause | Sure missed you." Shad tried to sound all Barry White, 
but the effect was ruined by the squeal that his voice made on 
the last syllable. Give him a year, and the deep honeyed tones 
that teased him with inconsistency would be his for good, but at 
the moment his voice sounded like a braying donkey most of the 
time. 

"| said your name, Shad, but no, sadly, | didn't miss 
you," Maggie teased, ridiculously relieved to see him. 

"It's a little early to quit, but | think we can call ita 
day," Gus reasoned. "We worked a long time yesterday. Let's 
go upstairs and see what's what. We'll get your mop and bucket 
and call it a night." 


Gus proceeded to wind up the long cord on the stripper 
machine he had been using and then pushed it into the janitor's 
closet before heading back up the stairs to the third floor where 
Maggie had seen the intruder. Gus didn't seem scared or upset, 
and he didn't hurry to get to the third floor. Of course, Maggie 
had never actually seen Gus hurry. Shad, on the other hand, 
buzzed between them, asking non-stop questions about the 
intruder. At the top of the stairs, he paused long enough to hide 
behind her and peek around when Gus reached for the door. 

“My hero," Maggie whispered dryly. 

The heavy door swung inward, and Gus stepped out into 
the hallway and flipped on the switch, illuminating the long 
expanse as the lights flickered to life. 

"You moppin’ in the dark, Miss Margaret?" 

"It wasn't dark when | started, Gus!" Maggie huffed out, 
and then smiled a little when she realized the old man was 
teasing her, trying to distract her from her nerves. 

“Helloooo down there!" Gus called out, his voice 
ricocheting off the lockers. He walked down the hallway as if he 
had all day, Maggie on his heels. There was no sign of anyone, 
and the hallway felt empty now, with no unnatural hush or 
Sinister silence. 

"| don't think anyone's here, Miss Margaret. They probably 
slipped out when you left," Gus said matter-of-factly. "Where's 
the mop and bucket? You sure did make quick work of this 
hallway. It looks good, too. | thought it'd take you a lot longer." 


The hallway was shiny, clean smelling, and freshly wet. The entire 
hallway was completely finished. Maggie gasped and whirled 


around, spotting her mop and bucket neatly waiting next to the 
exit door. She had left the mop splayed in a messy heap, and the 
bucket had been about a third of the way down the hall. 
Someone had finished her work. It couldn't have taken her more 
than ten minutes to return with Gus. Probably even less than 
that, yet the huge hallway was definitely freshly mopped. It 
would have taken Maggie another hour to finish, at least. 


"But..." Maggie stuttered and then stopped. Had she 
done more than she thought? Or maybe the person she'd seen 
had felt badly that he had scared her and finished for her. No. 
That was just plain weird. But she didn't have another answer. 

Gus was already walking back toward her bucket and mop, 
and Shad was probably already down the stairs. Maggie didn't 
wait around to ponder the mystery further. There was no way she 
was staying in that hallway one more minute. She helped Gus 
return the bucket and mop to the third floor maintenance closet, 
and they left the school without saying anything more about 
Maggie's intruder. Gus tossed her bike into the back of his rickety 
truck, and the three of them filed into the cab and headed to 
Maggie's house where dinner was Surely waiting. 

It wasn't until later that night, as Maggie drifted off to sleep, that 
she remembered the music. There was no music playing 
anywhere else in the school when she had run from the hallway. 
There was no music playing when she returned with Gus. After 
that, it took Maggie a very long time to fall asleep. 


KKK 
The day after Maggie’s parents died, she’d seen her mother 
standing beside her bed, looking down at her. For a moment, she 
had even felt her mother’s hand in her hair, and she forgot that 
she was alone in the world, that her parents were gone. It had 
been only for a second, but Maggie had not been asleep. She had 
immediately run out into the hallway and down into the room 
where her parent’s friends were huddled with coffee, deciding 
what to do with her. Nobody believed her when she told them she 
had seen her mom. 

About two weeks after she’d been placed in her second foster 
home, Maggie had seen a little boy playing with miniature cars on 
the rug in her “new” room. She had mentioned it to her foster 
mother, asking her who the little boy was. The woman had locked 


herself in her room for the rest of the day, and though she’d been 
kind to Maggie initially, after that she barely looked at her. 
Apparently there was no little boy. At least there hadn’t been for 
two years. Her new foster parents had lost a child, a three-year- 
old boy, when he had drowned in a neighbor’s hot tub. Maggie 
hadn’t remained in their home for very long. 

Once at a public library, Maggie had asked a busy librarian 
if there was tutoring available at any time during the week. The 
librarian had been juggling books and had held a pencil between 
her teeth. She hadn’t responded to Maggie’s question or even 
looked at Maggie when Maggie spoke, and when one of the books 
tumbled from the librarian’s hand, Maggie stooped to retrieve it, 
only to have the book shimmer like a mirage and blink from her 
sight. She’d rubbed her eyes vigorously and reached for her 
glasses where they were perched on her head. When she had 
stood again the librarian was gone. On the way out of the library 
that day, she had noticed a framed picture of the busy librarian 
who had rudely ignored her. It was sitting on a table next to a jar 
filled with dollar bills and coins. A large poster next to the jar said 
“Please give to the Janet March memorial fund.” 

There had been other times when Maggie had seen people who 
others could not, but with the exception of her mom that long 
ago morning, the people she saw had been unaware of her, 
almost as if they weren’t really there at all, 
like Maggie was simply watching a re-run of them doing 
something they had done many times in life. Maggie didn’t know 
why she could see these little moments caught in time, but she 
could, and she did. It wasn’t ever anything that scared her or felt 
threatening to her. Whatever she was seeing was long past and 
completely unrelated to her - again, like watching a snippet of a 
stranger’s home movie. 

When she had first moved in with Irene, she had been 
careful to check to see if her room had been mostly unused. She 
didn’t want a room inhabited by a ghost, even if that ghost was 
just a cosmic loop of energy stamped on the space. Aunt Irene 


had given her a few options, and Maggie had chosen the smallest 
room tucked in the highest eve of the house. Aunt Irene said the 
room had been used only for storage. Imagine her dismay, then, 
to be startled awake late one night to find Irene’s late husband in 
her room. 
Maggie hadn’t seen her uncle except for a handful of times, but 
she had known immediately that it was him. Roger Carlton had 
gotten quite portly in his old age; he drank too much, overate, 
and never got any exercise. Add in a surly disposition, an 
explosive temper, and a wasted life, and it hadn’t been a huge 
surprise that he’d succumbed to a massive heart attack at the 
age of 71. 

The sighting only lasted a minute or two. He was just 
standing at the end of her bed, and she swallowed her scream, 
shoving her fist in her mouth and trying to make herself as small 
as possible. Roger didn’t react to her fear or raise his head at all. 
He held a large book in his palms and was reading intently, 
holding it close to his face as he peered out from under his ghostly 
specs. Then he was gone. 

The next morning, she considered finding a different room to 
move into, but knew that the odds of seeing “Uncle” Roger again 
were probably the same, wherever she went. After all, he had 
lived in the house for almost fifty years. He had left his 
fingerprints in every room. Fortunately, the episode had not 
repeated itself. Maggie wondered if that was what had happened 
the night before in the hallway at the school. Maybe she had seen 
one of her ghostie 

moments, as she called them. Giving them a cute name 

made her feel more normal and made the episodes less 

jarring. 

“That must be it,” Maggie said out-loud as she rolled out of 
bed and dug around for her slippers. “That school is as old as the 
hills. It’s a miracle | haven’t seen a whole ghostie mini-series in 
that place.” 

Maggie laughed at her own lame joke, but knew there 


were several big holes in her theory. Her past experiences seeing 
ghosts had never involved blaring music or chores being 
miraculously completed. Most of the other ‘ghosts’ had never 
been aware of her at all. This one had been startled...and 
somewhat aggressive. Maggie didn’t want to think about it 
anymore, so she pushed the unsettling event to the far corners 
of her tired teenage brain and headed off for morning dance 
practice. 
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Johnny watched them cover his brother’s body with a white 
sheet. Johnny raged and argued with the doctor, demanding that 
he do something. The doc didn’t even flinch when Johnny got in 
his face and screamed. Roger Carlton, that bastard, stood 
huddled with his parents not far from where the doc, who also 
apparently moonlighted as the county coroner, declared Billy 
dead. The police were questioning Roger about the gun, which 
was conveniently still clutched in Billy’s right hand, and about the 
large blood stain on the floor where Johnny had lain. Where 
Johnny’s body should have been but wasn’t. 
“What did you see after they fell over the balcony, son?” 
the Police Chief repeated the question he had already asked 


Roger at least once. “I told you! Billy was waving the gun around. 
| heard it go off, and I’m pretty sure he shot Johnny. Johnny 
grabbed Billy, and they fell over and landed right there! | saw 
them both lying there.” Roger waved his hand toward where they 
were loading Billy’s body on a wheeled gurney. “Neither of them 
was moving. | didn’t know what to do. That’s when | ran out front 
for help.” 

“So where do you think Johnny is?” Chief Bailey asked 
Roger again. “I don’t know! Why don’t you all go look for 
him?” Roger yelled, frustrated. His parents shushed and 
patted, and his father’s face got red as he stepped between 
the chief and his rattled son. 

“Chief Bailey, he’s told you what he knows. The Kinross boy 
obviously wasn’t as hurt as his brother. He’s obviously run off 
somewhere. He’s probably afraid he’s going to get in trouble.” 

“Hmmm. | guess that could be it, Mayor,” Chief Bailey replied 
deferentially, “but that’s an awfully big puddle of blood, and it 
obviously didn’t come from Billy Kinross. Doc said the fall 
probably broke Billy’s neck, killing 

him instantly. There was a little blood beneath Billy’s head, and 

he had blood on his shirt, probably from his brother falling against 

him, but nowhere else. Plus, you would think if Johnny Kinross 
walked on out of here, he’d have left a pretty good trail, 
considering the amount of blood he had already lost.” 

Mayor Carlton shifted his weight uncomfortably. There was 
no arguing with that. There was no blood leading away from the 
large maroon pool now marking the center of the shiny new 
lobby. It was clear that someone had once lain in the blood, but 
it was not smeared or marred in any other way. 

Johnny looked down at his chest. His tee shirt had been soaked in 
blood when he'd lain beside Billy. There had been a singed hole 
where the bullet had ripped through his shirt and burrowed itself 
into his chest. His shirt was now as white and hole free as when 

he had put it on earlier that evening. He lifted his shirt up and 
looked at his flat, smooth torso. It too was free of blood. He ran 


his hand across his chest and down his stomach. There was no 
wound. Not a single mark blemished his skin, and he felt no pain. 
He had felt that bullet hit him. He’d seen the look on Billy’s face 
as he’d fallen into his arms. Billy. 

Johnny cried out and grabbed his chest. Now he felt pain, a 
fiery, tearing, blood-curdling pain exploding in his heart. Billy 
was gone, and he was here and no one seemed to be able to see 
him, though he was standing where Billy had lain. 

“Billy!” Johnny cried his name again, and ran towards the 
entrance doors. He had to go with Billy. He had to find his momma 
and tell her what had happened, tell her how he’d screwed 
everything up. If only he hadn’t stolen that gun! 

The door had been propped wide to accommodate the gurney 
they had put Billy on, and Johnny lurched through the opening, 
only to be violently repelled and hurled back into the lobby. He 
tumbled head over heels and landed on his back, stunned, looking 
up at the rounded ceiling high above him. Shaking himself, he 
rose to his feet and again ran through the opening, only to 
rebound back like he had thrown himself into a fireman’s net. 
Slowly, he walked to the open door. Gingerly, he stretched his 
hand forward and extended it through the opening. It felt like 
reaching into a hive of bees. Johnny yelped and jerked his hand 
back, clutching it to his chest and staring out into the blackness of 
the night. He realized that he couldn’t see anything but darkness 
beyond the threshold. Surely, there should be police cars and 
flashing lights. He knew there would be a crowd gathered, 
pushing forward to see the unfolding tragedy. There should be 
excited voices and shouts from police officers to stay back behind 
the perimeter. But he could neither hear nor see a thing beyond 
the entrance doors. 

Without warning, a police deputy surged through the black 
curtain and collided with Johnny, who had been unable to see him 
coming. Johnny stumbled back with a grunt, falling to the floor 
once again. The deputy winced and, rubbing his shoulder fiercely 
where it had connected with Johnny, looked around with an 


incredulous look on his face. 
"What the hell...?" The deputy muttered to himself. 
"Parley?" Chief Bailey asked expectantly. Parley Pratt was 

a brand new policeman, still wet behind the ears and easily 
impressed and distracted. “Uh... yeah....Chief! We’ve got Dolly 
Kinross out there. She’s insisting on seeing her boys. Doc already 
left with Billy. Should | send her along after him?” 

“What'd you tell her, Parley?” The chief leveled a look at his young 
deputy. 

“Nothin’ Chief. | didn’t know what to tell her!” The 
deputy looked awkwardly at the mayor and then down at his 
feet. 

“Good man. Let me handle it. | want every officer scouring 
this school - hell, this whole damn town for Johnny Kinross. Divide 
people up, and let’s get a search going. Have Deputy Johnson tell 
that crowd out there that we have reason to believe that Johnny 
Kinross is in need of medical attention and wanted for 
questioning, and if anyone sees him or is contacted by him to 
immediately turn him over to us. And for heaven’s sake, send ‘em 
all home. “Yes sir.” The deputy turned to carry out his orders. 

“Oh, and Parley? Send Dolly Kinross in here before you 
talk to the crowd, all right? That poor woman should hear the 
news from me before she hears it from someone else.” 

Silence descended on the room when the deputy exited 
in an official rush. The mayor cleared his throat uncomfortably 
and slid his arm around his wife’s plump shoulders. 

“If you don’t need us any further, Chief Bailey, Mrs. 

Carlton and | will just take Roger on home now.” 

The chief eyed the mayor, noticing how he’d started shifting 
from one foot to the other and wondering why Mrs. Carlton 
suddenly appeared to have swallowed a lemon whole. She had 
stepped out from beneath her husband’s arm and instead was 
clinging to her son. Roger Carlton had grown very still, and his 
mouth was turned down in a thin scowl. 

“Well, maybe that’s better, Mayor. | don’t suppose Mrs. 


Kinross is gonna want an audience when | break the news, 
although she’s gonna want some answers. | know | would sure like 
some. I'll be by, Roger.” His steady gaze bore a hole into Roger 
Carlton, who squirmed, knowing the chief wasn't through with 
him. 

Johnny sunk down on his haunches next to the door. His 
mother was here. Would she be able to see him? What was 
she going to do now? The 
mayor sure as hell wouldn’t take care of her. 

Dolly Kinross flew through the door seconds later. She wore 
a white dress with big red polka dots splashed all over it and red 
high heels with bows on the toes. Her blond hair was curled and 
pinned carefully, and if you hadn’t seen her face you would think 
she was all dressed up for a fancy party or a night out with a 
special man. But her smeared lipstick and the black lines of 
mascara running down her cheeks told a different story. Dolly 
Kinross was a beautiful woman and looked ten years younger than 
her actual age of 38, but after this night that would change. 

Johnny stood and rushed to embrace her, but he was suddenly 
afraid. She had walked right by him. She couldn't see him. What 
would happen if he tried to touch her? Unwilling to contemplate 
the growing realization that something was very wrong with him, 
he stood as close to his mother as he could and breathed in the 
Chanel No. 5 that she loved and couldn’t afford. He wondered if 
the mayor had bought it for her. Dolly didn’t look at Johnny at all 
but faced the chief, her arms wrapped around her waist, her eyes 
bouncing from Mayor Carlton to the blood in the center of the 
floor and back to Chief Bailey. 

“Where are my sons, Chief Bailey? People are saying they 
got in some trouble and that they were in here. Deputy Parley 
said the mayor’s son was with them.” Dolly Kinross swung her 
gaze to Roger hopefully, as if his mortality was proof that her own 
sons would materialize shortly. 

Chief Bailey groaned inwardly at the ineptness of his young 
deputy. Parley couldn’t resist a pretty face and had spilled more 


than he’ had let on. Apparently, neither could the mayor, if his 
wife’s hostility and his own discomfort were any indication. This 
thing was getting messier by the second. 
“The mayor and his family were just leaving, Ms. Kinross.” The 
chief tried to step between Dolly Kinross and the Carltons, but a 
frisson of electricity shot up his left arm and he gasped, 
wondering if he was having a heart attack. He would rather that, 
then tell Ms. Kinross that her youngest son was dead and her 
older son most likely severely wounded and currently 
unaccounted for. 
Mayor Carlton herded his wife and son through the front 
doors. Chief Bailey thought he saw flashbulbs go off. Leave it to 
old Al Tibson, owner of the Honeyville Crier, to be there with his 
great, big, flashing camera all set up to capture the lurid details. 
He would let Mayor Carlton deal with that. It would serve the 
philandering peacock right. What the dickens was pretty Dolly 
Kinross doing with Mayor Carlton, anyway? 
“Chief?” Dolly Kinross cleared her throat nervously and 
suppressed a sob that was threatening to break free. “Whose 
blood is that?” 


Dolly Kinross did not take the news well. She kept insisting 
that Johnny wouldn’t have left his younger brother to save his 
own skin, and if he had left at all it had to have been against his 
will. 

“Johnny was very protective of Billy and me, Chief Bailey. 
He wouldn’t have just left Billy laying there dead! And he wouldn't 
have left me - not without telling me where he was going!” Dolly 
Kinross had sobbed into his shoulder. Chief Bailey had silently 


agreed with her. He had tried to comfort her, and he had 
reassured her that they would figure it out. But the truth was, he 
was completely stumped. 

Thinking back on that awful night he sighed and rubbed 
the thinning hair on the back of his head, unfolding himself from 
his desk chair. None of it made any sense. From what he knew 
about Johnny Kinross, the kid was no angel. After all, he had 
stolen the gun that his kid brother had been waving around that 
night. The owner had come forward and reported it missing from 
his car just yesterday. That had answered the question of the gun. 

He had wrangled the story of the rumble out of Roger 
Carlton and a few of the kids that had gathered for the fight that 
night. Roger had apparently been giving Billy Kinross a hard time, 
and Johnny had called him out. Johnny Kinross had been involved 
in his share of fights over the years, and he had a reputation as a 
pretty tough kid. Apparently, Roger Carlton had tried to increase 
his odds in the fight with a little element of surprise. 

A day or so after the disappearance, Chief Bailey had also 
been barraged by a steady stream of hysterical females, all 
claiming to have had a special relationship with Johnny. He had 
even been visited by plain little Dorothy Barker, Johnny’s English 
teacher, who had seemed unusually distraught by the news of 
Johnny’s disappearance. Chief Bailey had his suspicions about 
that. Seems Johnny had a way with the ladies. Still, angel or not, 
Johnny didn’t seem like the kind to run when there was trouble 

Unfortunately, that was the only option that made any 
sense. They hadn't found a trace of him anywhere. His car had 
still been right where he left it that night. The doors were hanging 
open and the lights were still on. Somebody had done some real 
damage to it, too. Chief Bailey was working on charging Roger 
Carlton with that. The Carlton kid had been seen taking a bat to 
the Bel Air, and he was going to pay to have it repaired, whether 
Johnny Kinross turned up or not. Roger Carlton was up to his 
eyeballs in this thing, although Chief Bailey didn’t think he had 
anything to do with Johnny’s disappearance. Still, Roger should 


have to pay restitution in some way or another. 

Chief Bailey was also going to demand that Mayor Carlton set up 
some reward money in an account at the local bank. It might 
encourage someone who might have some information to come 
forward. Dolly Kinross sure didn’t have a damned dime, and 
Mayor Carlton had plenty. He owed the woman that much; Chief 
Bailey would make sure he paid, too. It was his own way of doing 
something, because he had done precious little to solve the 
missing persons case. It wasn’t for lack of trying. There just 
wasn’t much to go on. They had turned the school inside out the 
night of the tragedy. They 

had turned the town upside down in the days that followed. 
Johnny Kinross had just vanished. The only clue they had had was 
the destruction in the men's locker room a day or so after the 
tragedy. The mirrors had all been broken. They hadn't been 
broken when he and his deputies had searched the school the 
night Billy Kinross died. They had found the window that had 
been shot out, just like the Carlton kid said, and Billy Kinross’s 
glasses. But the destruction to the mirrors had to have happened 
after. They wouldn’t have known about the mirrors at all, but the 
new janitor had reported it. He had been hired several months 
before the tragedy and had been asked to clean up the 
construction dust and debris and ready the school for its first day. 

“Parley? What was that janitor’s name again?” Chief called 
out into the front office area where his secretary, Sharon, and 
Parley were chatting over cups of coffee. 

“Huh, Chief?” Parley shot his head inside Chief Bailey’s 
office. “Oh, um, the colored boy?” 

Chief Bailey didn’t much like the term colored, but he 
didn’t correct Parley, who truly meant no harm and didn’t 
seem to know any better. “His name is Gus...Jackson? No, 
Johnson.....Jasper! Gus Jasper. Why?" 

“| want to talk to him again. Can you drive over to the 
school and see if he’s there - see maybe if | can have a word with 
him when he gets done with his shift?” 


“Sure thing, Chief.” 

Gus Jasper was visibly nervous when he arrived at the police 
station at about 5:30 that afternoon. He held his cap in his hands 
and twisted it uncomfortably, but his eyes held Chief Bailey’s and 
his gaze was direct. He was a good looking black man in his early 

twenties, tall and well built, with limbs suited more to the 
basketball court than the janitor’s closet. Chief Bailey had noticed 
that he limped a little when he walked, but decided not to ask any 

personal questions. Gus had stayed in the background when the 
chief anda 

couple of deputies had gone to check out the broken mirrors he 
had reported. He probably thought he was in trouble now, and 
Chief Bailey rushed to put him at ease. 

“Thank you for coming by, Mr. Jasper. | just wanted to follow 
up with you to check if you’d seen anything else at the school that 
might have struck you as out of the ordinary.” Chief Bailey raised 
his eyebrows hopefully at the uncomfortable young man. 

“Well.... “ Gus Jasper had a soft voice with more than a hint 
of Alabama in its cadence. “I don’t know if I’ve been there long 
enough to know what ordinary is...but...“ He stopped and looked 
down at his hands. “But what?” Chief Bailey prodded. 

“Well, there are times when | feel like maybe someone’s been in 
the school. A few times I'll go into a room I’ve just cleaned, and 
l’ll find a book on a desk that wasn’t there before or something 
that has been moved. Yesterday, | stocked all the classrooms 
with erasers and chalk, getting ready for Monday, ya know? 
Today every chalkboard had the name Johnny Kinross written on 
Lena 

Chief Bailey felt a damp chill skitter down his neck and 
across his back. “I’m sure it’s just kids messin’ with me, “ Gus 
continued, “but | don’t know how kids could get in. The school has 
been re-keyed since the boy died. | don’t have keys. Mr. Marshall, 
the principal, he lets me in every day and locks up behind me.” 

“Did you show Mr. Marshall the chalkboards?” Chief Bailey 
questioned. “I did.” Gus paused and seemed reluctant to 


continue. “I think Mr. Marshall thought | did it. He wasn’t very 
happy. He told me if it happened again, | would be fired.” 
Chief Bailey liked Principal Marshall even less than he had about 
ten seconds ago, which was not at all. Principal Marshall was a 
Skinny, small minded, bully. How he had risen through the ranks 
of educators to become the principal was beyond 
comprehension. Kids in Honeyville deserved better. “I see.” 
Chief Bailey sighed and leaned forward in his rickety desk 
chair. “From now on, when you see something that doesn’t feel 
right or find something that might help us find Johnny Kinross, 
would you just come to me? It doesn’t matter how small. If 
Principal Marshall has a problem with that, you just refer him to 
me, all right? Principal Marshall and | go way back.” Way back to 
when Mr. Marshall was a squeaky new math teacher and Clark 
Bailey was a smart alecky senior making his life miserable. Chief 
Bailey smirked at the memory. 

“Thank you, sir. I’ll do that.” Gus sat quietly for a minute, 
waiting for further questions. When none were forthcoming, he 
arose and turned to leave. “Sir?” Gus said softly. 

“Yeah, Mr. Jasper?” 

“What do you think happened to that boy?” 

“Hell if | know, Mr. Jasper. Hell if | know.” 


4 
“CAN ANYONE EXPLAIN?” 


The Ames Brothers - 1950 


November, 2010 


A week passed with nary a whiff of anything remotely 
ghostie. Shad had a bad cold and hadn't been to work for several 
days. It had been a little lonely....and very peaceful without him 
around. Maggie and Gus went about their nightly duties - Gus 
happily, Maggie decidedly less so, but trying bravely to enjoy 
emptying trashes and scraping gum from underneath desks. 
Every once in a while Gus would play some oldies over the sound 
system, and Maggie would boogie her way through her chores a 
little more cheerfully. That night she had been serenaded by some 
truly ancient doo-wop, and a girl really couldn’t swing by herself. 
It was time to make some suggestions to the D.]J. 

“So, Gus?” Maggie smiled up at the old janitor as they closed and 
locked the supply closet for the night. “I really like your song 
choices, but | was thinking | need to bring you into the 21st 
century. | mean, you have great taste and all, but | wouldn’t mind 
some Rhianna or Maroon 5 sometimes.” 

“Now, how do you know what my song choices are, Miss 
Margaret?” Gus laughed a little. “Miss Rhianna is one of my 
favorites. You be thinkin’ | 
don’t know modern music?” Gus did a quick shimmy and shake 
and a shuffle ball change. Not exactly Usher but pretty darn good 
for an old guy. “I know your song choices because 'you be' 
playin’stuff that Elvis could dance to!” Maggie did her own swivel 
hips impression and “thank you very much” lip curl. 

“What you talkin’ about, Miss Margaret? “ Gus tilted his 
head at Maggie and furrowed his brow in question. “I haven’t 
been playin’ any music. Although | definitely could! Bet you don’t 
know any old-school moves.” Gus crossed one leg over the other 
and did a little spin. The guy had to be over seventy. Maggie 
laughed at his agility. 

“I think you stole that from the Temptations, Gus. And yes, 
| can do old school.” Maggie started doing the Charleston, and 
Gus laughed right out loud and joined her. After a few minutes, 
they were both giggling and a little breathless. 

Maggie elbowed the old man as they neared the side 


entrance where Gus’s rusty truck and Maggie’s bike was parked. 
“And what do you mean you haven't been playing music? The 
night | saw the intruder the music got turned on so loud it 
almost blasted me down the stairs.” 

Gus stopped walking and was suddenly very still, staring 
down at her. The laughter had fled from his lined face. 

“You’re not playin’ are you, Miss Margaret?” It wasn’t 
really a question, but a realization. “How often are you 
hearing music?” Maggie felt a little shiver in her stomach as 
she gazed back at Gus’s suddenly serious face. 

“Um. Well, I’ve been hearing it off and on since | started 
working here. It’s always when I’m alone, working separately 
from you. And it’s always old stuff.” Maggie smiled again, hoping 
to alleviate the tension that had descended upon them. Gus 
didn’t smile back. 

“| thought you turned it on to keep me company,” Maggie 
finished in a small voice. 

Gus shook his head slowly. “Oh, Miss Margaret. | think 
maybe you've met Johnny.” 


KKK 


Gus wouldn’t say anymore as he lifted Maggie’s bike into 
the back of his truck, and they bounced their way to Aunt Irene’s. 
When she pressed him to tell her who Johnny was, he simply 
shook his head and told her that he and Aunt Irene would explain 
over dinner. Gus and Shad had dinner with them at least twice 
during the week and always on Sundays. Maggie was always glad 
to have them, but she didn't want to wait to hear the explanation 
about this “Johnny.” And what did Irene have to do with any of 
this? Gus deposited her in front of her house and said he'd be 


back with Shad in an hour. He drove off without further comment. 

It wasn’t until they had pushed their chairs back from the 
table and sighed in contentment that Gus peered at Irene and 
asked her if she remembered Johnny Kinross. 

“Oh my! It’s been decades since | heard that name,” Irene 
fluttered and patted her thin chest. “Johnny Kinross!” She sighed a 
little and shook her head. “He was something else. So handsome 
and just a little bit bad! He could make a girl blush just by looking 
at her. | think he kind of liked me. But he sure didn’t like Roger. 
Not that | blame him. | didn’t like Roger.” Aunt Irene waved a 
graceful hand at the mention of her dearly departed husband. 

“I’m sure he did like you. You were the most beautiful 
girl in town,” Gus flirted sincerely. “And the sweetest.” 


Aunt Irene and Gus smiled at each other fondly. 
Maggie cleared her throat loudly. “Um, back to 


Johnny Kinross, please.” 

“Johnny Kinross disappeared more than fifty years ago, 
and nobody has seen him since,” Aunt Irene declared matter-of- 
factly. "The whole town was in quite the uproar. The whole thing 
was such a tragedy. | wonder what ever happened to him." Irene 
shook her head sadly. 

“I’ve seen him,” Gus said quietly. Aunt Irene gasped, and 
her teacup clattered noisily on its saucer as she attempted to 
put it down. “I’ve seen him off and on for fifty years. It’s been a 
while since | saw him last, but | have no doubt that it was Johnny 
Kinross.” 

“Gus! You've seen Johnny Kinross?! Where?” Aunt Irene 
blurted out loudly, and then put her hand over her mouth as if 
she’d burped. “Pardon me, Gus. That was rude.” 

Maggie rolled her eyes affectionately. Aunt Irene wouldn’t 
know rude if it bit her on the butt. She was such a little lady, she 
even apologized for speaking too loudly. 

“At the school. Always at the school. | saw him the first 
time a few weeks after he came up missing. | thought he’d been 
hiding out there. He looked right at me, and he knew that | saw 


him. | could see that he was scared, and | told him not to be.” 
Gus shook his head, remembering. “I ran all the way to the police 
station, and | told Chief Bailey - you remember Chief Bailey don’t 
you Miss Honeycutt?” Gus always called Irene by her maiden 
name of Honeycutt instead of her married name of Carlton, and 
he rarely addressed her by her given name. 
“Il told the chief I’d seen Johnny at the school, and he and his 
department searched the school from top to bottom. There was 
no sign of him. They put out a bulletin on him and had posters 
up in different counties. Never 
even got a bite, even after they offered a reward,” Gus sighed. “| 
shoulda never said anything.” 

“Why?” Maggie queried, puzzled. 

“’Cause his poor mother got her hopes up again. She 
suffered, wondering where her boy was and why he didn’t 
come home.” “Why didn’t he go home?” Maggie wasn’t 
following the story very well. “Why wouldn’t he at least 
contact her?” 

“He couldn’t.” Gus met her gaze frankly. “He’s dead.” 

“You mean you saw his GHOST?” Aunt Irene 
squeaked and then covered her mouth once more. 

Shad yelled, "No way, Pop! You mean I’ve been cleanin’ a 
school that's haunted by a ghost?" Shad danced in his seat like he 
had ants in his pants. "That is freakin' awesome!" 

“| guess that’s what | mean - yep,” Gus declared. “I didn’t 
realize it at first. He looked like any other kid that got caught 
being somewhere he wasn’t supposed to be. | didn’t see him for 
a long time after that.” 

“So what made you think he was a ghost?” Maggie 
interrupted. “The next time | saw him it was five years later, and 
he hadn’t aged at all. Then a few years passed, and | saw him 
again. He looked exactly the same, same blue jeans and white 
shirt, same everything right down to the 50s hair do with the duck 
butt in the back. Pardon the language, Miss Honeycutt.” Gus gave 
a sheepish grin. “I just didn’t know what else to call it. 


“I’m well aware of what a duck’s butt is Gus,” Aunt Irene 
said primly. "A duck's butt?" Shad hooted. Rising from his seat 
he squatted down and waddled around the table, shaking his 
Skinny butt wildly. "That's what this move is called, Maggie, a 
duck's butt." 

"Shadrach, sit down." Gus smiled to soften the reprimand. 

Maggie tried not to laugh and ended up snorting instead. 
Aunt Irene looked at her sharply, and Maggie quickly changed the 
subject. “So the music? You think that’s Johnny?” Maggie said 
doubtfully. The ghosts she had seen had never acted like they 
could see her at all. In fact, they had ignored her completely, and 
they definitely didn’t play music, or mop floors, or even make eye 
contact the way Gus described. She didn’t doubt what Gus 
had seen; she knew firsthand that it was possible. It just wasn’t 
anything like her own experiences. 

“It isn’t me, and it isn’t you, Miss Margaret.” 

"And it sure as heck isn't me," Shad interrupted trying to 
sound tough. "We should be listenin’ to some tunes though, Pop. 
Maybe me and Mags can teach the ghost how to do a few 
moves." Shad was attempting to be funny, but he was clearly 
bothered by the thought of a ghost lurking around the school, 
and his brown eyes were as big as Saucers. 

Maggie ignored Shad's suggestion and shivered a little. All 
this talk of ghosts was giving her the creeps, too. “What 
happened to him anyway? Why is he haunting the school?’ 

“His brother died there," Aunt Irene broke in softly. 
"Maybe he did, too. They never found his body, though. It was a 
terrible night. I’ve always wondered if things would have turned 
out differently if |’d warned him. You see, Roger was going to 
lure Johnny into the school. He and a couple friends were going 
to jump him there. Roger knew he couldn't beat him by 
himself." Irene shook her head in disgust. "It was all planned 
out. Roger had gotten his 
hands on a key, and he planted a group of his friends outside 
the school and a couple of them inside, although, when Billy 


Kinross shot out the window they all scattered and ran. 

“Roger smashed up Johnny's car and then went inside the 
school, trying to lure him to follow. But...| guess Billy followed 
him. I'm not really sure how it all transpired. Nobody is." Irene 
was quiet and reflective for a moment. 

"It scarred our little town. | think it ruined Roger. He wasn’t such a 
bad boy before that. He was just angry. You see, Dolly Kinross, 
Billy and Johnny’s mother, had a reputation of being a bit of a 
floozy and had been, well, sleeping with Mayor Carlton, Roger’s 
father,” Aunt Irene whispered ‘sleeping with’ as if she had said the 
‘F’ word. “Roger found out about it and made life difficult for Billy 
Kinross around town - he was a much easier target then Johnny. 
Rumor had it, he even roughed Dolly Kinross up a little and 
warned her to stay away 

from his father.” 

Shad had gone very quiet and stared down at his plate. 
Rumors of his own mother's shady exploits had found their way 
around Honeyville in the last few days. Apparently, Malia Jasper 
had turned up in town but had yet to drop in and see her son. 
Maggie's heart hurt for him. Gus sighed, and Irene continued 
dabbing her eyes, unaware of Shad's discomfort at the turn the 
conversation had taken. 

“Why in the world did you marry Roger Carlton, Aunt 
Irene?” Maggie couldn’t help but ask, shifting the subject away 
from wayward mothers. “I’m sorry. | Know it’s not my business 
but....it just seems so...” 

“Wrong?” Aunt Irene finished quietly. “I thought | loved 
him. And there was guilt, pressure from my daddy, pressure from 
Roger’s momma, people’s expectations, and maybe somewhere 
in all of that | felt like | owed it to him...like maybe if I’d protected 
him from himself, if I'd had the courage to do the right thing that 
night, to speak up, he wouldn’t have had the death of those boys 
on his conscience. And | wouldn’t have had them on mine. | 
suppose it was a kind of penance.” Aunt Irene’s voice wobbled a 
little, and she used her napkin to dab the corners of her eyes. 


“Oh, Aunt Irene.” Maggie shook her head and rose to 
wrap her arms around Irene’s thin shoulders. 

“There, there, Miss Honeycutt.” Gus patted Aunt Irene’s 
hand gently. “I think that’s enough storytellin’ for one night. 
Thank you very much for that fine supper. Come on, Shadrach. 
Let's see ourselves out.” Shad and Gus rose from the table, and 
Gus slung his arm around his grandson's thin shoulders as 
they ambled toward the door. 

“Gus?” Maggie called after him, and Gus turned as he 
reached out toward the doorknob. 

“I’m a little...afraid. If a ghost can turn on music and do...other 
things,” Maggie still hadn’t confessed that she hadn’t actually 
mopped that long hallway, “then couldn’t he be dangerous? 
Couldn’t he actually hurt someone?” 
Like Me? Maggie didn’t say the last part, but her meaning came 
out loud and clear. 

Shad looked up at his grandfather fearfully, and Gus 
seemed to consider the question for a moment. 

“I Suppose maybe he could, but that school’s been filled 
with people for the last fifty years, and he’s never harmed a soul. 
| don’t think Johnny Kinross is dangerous, Miss Margaret. | think 


he’s lonely.” 


“LONELY BOY” 


Paul Anka - 1959 


She had seen him. The girl Gus had called Margaret - the 


girl with the long dark hair who looked so much like Irene 
Honeycutt. The very first time he noticed her she was dancing 
alone in the room with mirrors. She had seemed so familiar to 
him, like he had known her long ago in the time before he had 
become a ghost of himself. His heart had pounded, and he had 
cried out to her in recognition, only to have her name elude him 
and the familiarity fade like he had mistaken her for someone 
else. Maybe it was just her resemblance to Irene, but the 
impression had nagged at him still. 

He had watched her often since. This time, Johnny had 
been watching her dance down the hallway. She was caught up in 
the music he played just for her, and she had obviously forgotten 
that she was supposed to be mopping floors. She moved 
effortlessly, almost as if she too could float above the floor or 
transport herself to other places with a thought. He could do 
those things, but what he wouldn’t give just to dance with her. He 
had never admitted it to his friends, but he liked to dance. He had 
swung his momma around the house to Jerry Lee Lewis more 
times than he could count. But that was before. Now he wasn’t 
sure he still could. 


“Is someone there?” Margaret had called out, and he had realized 
suddenly that she was talking to him. She had started walking 


toward him, and he had panicked. His control slipped, making the 
music blare loudly, and Margaret had screamed and run down the 
hallway away from him. She had seen him! Euphoria had quickly 
replaced the panic. Johnny hoped he hadn’t scared her away for 
good. He had tried to make it up to her by finishing her floors for 
her. He hadn’t actually mopped. He didn’t have to. He just 
instructed the floor to be clean. And it was. 

It had taken some practice over the years, but eventually 
Johnny had figured it out. Anything that was physically connected 
to the school he could control easily - the floors, the ceilings, the 
wiring, the walls, the lockers, all of it. He could have maintained 
the school all on his own, but then the school board wouldn’t 
have needed to employ Gus. He needed Gus. Gus was the only 


one who knew he existed. So he left enough work for Gus to do. 

Plus, he didn’t want people getting scared. Scared people didn’t 

hang around. Scared people might board up the school or worse, 
tear it down. So he was careful not to be too obvious. 

Now it was Gus, Margaret, and that funny kid Shad, who 
reminded Johnny a little of Billy, cleaning his school. He had heard 
Margaret groaning about scraping gum off the desks. He could 
take care of that. It wasn’t as easy as cleaning the floors and 
walls; objects that hadn’t always been a part of the school were 
harder. After a while though, they seemed to absorb the energy 
that hummed through the school, and he could work his magic. 
And those desks had been in the school for years. He would make 
sure she didn't have to scrape off another piece of gum. 

With just a little highly focused thought, Johnny could turn on 
the lights, control the sound system, pull all the books off the 
library shelves, and return them neatly in no order at all. Mrs. 
Chase, the pretty librarian, hadn’t liked that last skill very much. 
She had just thought it was mischievous school kids. Johnny 
decided pranks weren’t much fun if you couldn’t get credit for 
your brilliance. The next time, he had arranged the books to 
spell out Johnny 
Kinross, using the first letter of the title to correspond with each 
letter in his name, over and over again. The unused books he had 
stacked neatly in towering piles on Mrs. Chase’s desk. Mrs. Chase 
hadn’t seen the pattern. But she had quit. He felt bad after that; 
he had liked Mrs. Chase. From then on, he had always returned 
his experiments back to normal when he was finished. 

On another occasion, he had failed to notice that his 
thoughts messed up the computers. He hadn’t had to deal with 
computers in the early years, and it hadn’t really been a problem 
until the thing called the Internet was invented. He blew out a 
dozen computer screens the first year the school got Internet 
access, and the hard drives were completely cooked. Whatever 
frequencies of energy and sound made up the Internet seemed to 
be the source that gave him power as well. It was the hum of 


energy that surrounded all living things - the heat, the life force, 
which someone, somehow, had harnessed. He didn’t know how 
the Internet worked anymore than he could explain his own 
abilities to call on that same source of electrical interconnectivity 
to do his bidding. It was beyond sight, but it existed, just as he did 
- beyond sight. 


The school was quiet and dark as Maggie pushed her bike 
up to the side entrance closest to the dance room. Gus had given 
her her very own key and told her to take good care of it. Giving 
keys to students was frowned upon. Gus had said that she was a 
“member of the maintenance team” so it was okay, although she 
highly doubted Shad had the same privilege. Maggie loved 
arriving before anybody else and having the dance floor all to 
herself. At least she had loved it before she knew about Johnny 
Kinross. 

She chained her bike around the light pole closest to the 
side entrance and unlocked the door, telling herself she had 
nothing to be afraid of. But she was afraid. Last night she had 
dreamed of long hallways that led to nowhere, like an endless 
maze lined with gaping black classrooms that, when entered, led 
to still more hallways. In the dream she had kept on walking and 
turning and ending up where she'd started, all the while being 
taunted by the same song from decades ago, a song called “Oh 
Johnny.” 

She never thought the song was creepy before; but the way it had 
echoed down the never-ending hallways in her dream was so 
haunting and mournful. Oh Johnny, My Johnny.... Gus’s words 

reverberated in her head, “Oh Miss Margaret, | think you’ve met 


Johnny.” Maggie’s hands shook, and she dropped the key, 
banging her head on the door frame as she bent to retrieve it. 
“Get a grip, Maggie,” she told herself sternly, walking 
into the school. “Johnny Kinross is not real!” Maggie told the 
hallway defiantly. "He is a boy that lived fifty-three years ago, 
and | am NOT going to be scared off!” Her voice sounded awfully 
loud bouncing off the empty walls and floors, and it did nothing 
to make her feel better, but she pulled the door firmly shut 
behind her and walked quickly to the dance room at the end of 
the corridor. She looked neither right nor left, and she kept 
telling herself she was not afraid of the big, bad ghost. 


“Oh Johnny, how | miss you, 
When you're gone | lose my mind 


I’ve been lookin’ but I just can’t seem to find 
My Johnny, Oh Johnny...” 


The old song lilted softly out of nowhere, and the intercom 
crackled as if Someone was preparing to speak. Maggie screamed 
and threw herself through the dance room door. She fumbled for 
the lights, slamming the door behind her. 
Her terrified reflection stared back at her from the mirrors that 
bracketed the dance room floor, and the song that had sent her 
shrieking into the room ceased as quickly as it had begun. 
Gulping for breath and trying not to cry, Maggie sank down to the 
floor, bracing her back against the door. She wanted out of this 
freaky- assed school! Maggie tended to swear when she was 
scared. And she was terrified. She wanted out of this freaky-assed 
school, but there was no way she was going back out into that 
long, freaky-assed hallway! 

“Breathe, Maggie, breathe,” she told herself. “Gus said he 
was lonely, not dangerous. Lonely, not dangerous.” Maggie 
repeated the phrase to herself as she tried to calm her racing 
heart. Surprisingly, as her pulse began to slow her anger began to 


build, and before long she was royally pissed off. “How dare he?!” 
she thought to herself. She hadn’t done anything to him! Johnny 
Kinross might be lonely, but he was also a jerk! What he had done 
was just plain mean. He had scared her to death twice now, and it 
was getting old. 

Standing up, Maggie yanked off her coat, tossed her 
duffle bag to the side, and marched angrily to the sound system 
in the corner. Flipping switches and cranking up the volume, 
Maggie plugged in her ipod and scrolled through her song list 
until she found what she was looking for. 

Eminem's “Not Afraid” blasted out of the speakers, and 
Maggie threw herself into the center of the floor, her movements 
bold and defiant, daring Johnny Kinross to make his next move. 
Eminem's in-your-face style gave her courage, and Maggie 
pushed herself harder, leaping and lunging, spinning and 
kicking, until more than an hour had passed. Maggie’s skin 
shone with sweat, and her heavy hair stuck to her face and clung 
to her back. 

Collapsing in the middle of the floor, Maggie pulled her 
hair up in a messy ponytail and leaned into a deep stretch. 

“Take that, Johnny Kinross,” Maggie said out loud, and 
smiled widely when there was no response. 

After about fifteen minutes of cooling down and 
stretching, Maggie could hear the sounds of the school coming 
to life beyond the dance room door. 

Time to head to the locker room and get cleaned up and ready 
for school. Maggie fervently hoped that Johnny Kinross didn’t 
frequent the girl’s bathroom. She didn’t think she could handle a 
pervert on top of everything else. Gathering her gear, Maggie 
headed for the door when she suddenly remembered her ipod 
still docked in the sound system. As she turned and headed 
toward it, the lights on the system blinked wildly, and a new song 
filled the room. 

“I’m sorry, so sorry...” Brenda Lee crooned sincerely, 
and Maggie screeched and jumped a foot in the air. 


The song cut abruptly, and Maggie yanked her ipod from the 

sound system, racing from the room and out into the rapidly 

filling hallway. She had had enough of Johnny Kinross for one 
morning. Apology not accepted. 


She’d made him angry, and he had responded without 
thinking. He’d heard her say his name when she’d come into the 
school. At first, Johnny was pleased that she even knew his name 
- Gus must have told her. The pleasure disappeared abruptly 
when he realized what she'd said. “Johnny Kinross isn’t real,” 
she'd said. It had bothered him, and he’d lashed out with words of 
his own. He’d played the first song that came to his head, one 
that had his name in it so she couldn’t misconstrue its meaning. 
He’d scared her and immediately felt like a heel. Since when did 
he go around scaring beautiful girls? It used to be that girls hung 
all over him, even when he didn’t want them to. Now they just ran 
screaming. 

Actually, come to think of it, Margaret hadn’t just run 
screaming. She’d gotten angry, too. He’d watched her dance 
again. He couldn’t help himself. He 
definitely hadn’t missed her meaning with the first song she'd 
chosen, and he had laughed at her courage. She wasn’t like the 
girls he remembered. And the way she danced... He could watch 
her all day. He didn’t know if he liked her music. It was more 
talking and swearing than singing, and it was a whole lot more 
angry than the music he grew up with. But he definitely liked 
her sass. 

She'd said “take that Johnny Kinross,” and he had almost 
flashed into the room right then and there. That would have really 


scared her, though. So he had tried to be a little more subtle. He 
hoped she believed his apology - but from the way she raced out 
of the room, he thought maybe not. He would have to try again. 


A few days went by and Maggie, Gus, and Shad worked 
side by side each afternoon after school. Maggie hadn’t 
complained to Gus or told him she was nervous, but he seemed to 
know and had found ways for them to all stay together. It couldn’t 
last though, there was too much ground to cover, and staying 
together didn’t make much sense. Plus, Shad had been like a 
caged puppy, yapping and nipping at her heels until Maggie was 
sure working in tandem was far worse than any run-in with a 
ghost. So, after three days of shadowing Gus, Maggie volunteered 
to get the trashes from the third floor on her own. 

“They did some kind of bridge building contest in Mr. George’s 
class, and they got one of those big trash cans with the wheels 
on it up there full to the top with heavy stuff. Do all the other 
trashes and then wheel the big one to the dumbwaiter to get it 
down to the main floor, just like | showed you last week, 

okay?” Gus instructed. 

"Don't let Johnny get you, Mags!" Shad called out. He 
chuckled, but Maggie didn't miss the worried expression he 
tried to hide. Gus just shook his head and waved her off. 

Maggie took a deep breath and jogged up the stairs, 
determined not to be spooked, hoping Johnny Kinross had had his 
fun. Classroom by classroom, Maggie bagged and re-bagged 
trashcans, piling the bags into a bigger can and wheeling her way 
around the third floor. The halls were silent, and the classrooms 
empty, and Maggie started to relax into her work. It wasn’t until 


she reached the drafting room that she discovered that Gus had 
not been exaggerating. 

The wheeled, economy-sized garbage can was brimming 
with broken bridges made from assorted materials - everything 
from sticks, to rocks, to one that looked like it had been 
constructed with a concrete mold. It was so heavy that Maggie 
had to rock it a little just to build some momentum to get it to 
roll. Once she got it moving, she eased it down the hallway and 
headed for the 
dumbwaiter around the corner. 

Honeyville High had been built before mandatory ramps and 
handicap accessible regulations had been instituted, so the old 
dumbwaiter served as a manual elevator for the janitorial staff 
and the occasional wheel chair. It was a platform large enough 

to hold Maggie’s trashcan, but just barely. Grunting and shoving 
the overflowing bin onto the metal platform, Maggie stepped 
back and tried to pull the sliding door down to close the 
dumbwaiter, but the scraps piled on top protruded out too far. 
Maggie stepped onto the dumbwaiter and shoved and pushed, 
trying to reposition the heavy debris so the door could close. 

Suddenly, a loud grating and grinding noise reverberated 
down the narrow shaft, and the little platform shook violently. 
Without warning, the crank jerked and the pulley released, 
sending the platform and its contents plunging toward the ground 
floor. 


Maggie screamed and leaped for the opening, scrabbling to get a foot 
hold on the block wall of the shaft as her hands clawed for 


purchase on the ledge. Her legs bicycled, and her arm muscles 
Shook as she clung to the landing above her. The ledge was a 
smooth, squared-off edge, and she couldn’t get a firm enough 
grip to hoist herself up. She couldn’t even call out. Every ounce of 
her strength was needed to just hold on. Even if he heard her, 
Gus would never make it in time. She was going to fall. 

“Don’t be afraid, Margaret. I’m going to try to pull you 
up.” A man’s voice came from somewhere above her, and 


Maggie whimpered in relief. She lifted her head expectantly, and 
a face appeared above her, leaning over the edge. Strong hands 
gripped her around each wrist and pulled her up, up, and over 
the ledge and onto the floor beside the gaping hole. He released 
her hands as soon as she was Safe and then sank to his 
haunches beside her, elbows resting on his knees. Maggie laid in 
a quivering heap and stared at her rescuer. 

He was young, but probably older than she, Maggie 
thought. His hair was a dark blonde, and it was swept back off his 
face, except for one lock that curled down onto his smooth 
forehead. His jaw was square, and his chin, which he rested on his 
clasped fists, had a deep groove at its center. His full mouth was 
unsmiling and his dark brow furrowed above eyes that looked 
light in color, though it was hard to tell in the shadowy alcove that 
housed the dumbwaiter. He wore jeans, a white tee shirt, and 
scuffed black boots that were scarcely two feet from her face. He 
stood and backed away from her, giving her space to sit up, which 
she did, though she didn’t dare stand; her trembling legs would 
never hold her. 

“Are you all right?” he asked her softly. 

“Il think so,” Maggie replied, and felt her lower lip tremble. "I lost 
my glasses, though." It was the thought of her glasses that broke 
her composure. They were probably smashed at the bottom of 
the shaft, where she would have been if not for this stranger. 
Tears threatened to fall - the relief that she was safe was so 
Sharp she could weep. She swallowed back the emotion that was 
rising 

in her chest and struggled to stand. His hands shot out to steady 

her and then fell when she successfully rose. 

“Where did you come from? | mean... | didn’t know anyone 
was up here,” Maggie stuttered. “If you hadn’t come...! - | would 
have fallen.” “Miss Margaret! Miss Margaret!” Gus’s shouts rang 
up out of the dumbwaiter shaft, and Maggie moved gingerly to 
the edge to peer down two stories to where the platform had 
crashed to the floor, spilling garbage out around it. Gus’s grizzled 


grey head appeared below her, and he stared back up at her, 
shock and horror stamped on his familiar face. 

“What happened? Are you okay? | heard a horrible 
crashing sound, and | came runnin,’” Gus called up to her. “| 
couldn’t get here nearly fast enough, and then | couldn’t get 
the darn door open ‘cause the trash here was wedged up 
against it.” 

“I’m okay, Gus. Something snapped and everything 
went crashing down. | almost fell but luckily someone was 
here to pull me up.” Maggie turned back to get her rescuer’s 
name, but he wasn’t there. 

“We're coming up there, Miss Margaret! Don’t you go 
nowhere,” Gus hollered below her, and Maggie stepped away 
from the death trap and went to find her savior. He couldn’t have 
gone far. She walked out of the alcove and looked up and down 
the hallway, puzzled and bewildered that he would simply leave. 
She hadn’t thanked him. Maggie stuck her head in the nearby 
classrooms, but there was no sign of him. Had he broken into the 
school and been worried about getting in trouble? Maybe he was 
the intruder from the other night. 

Maggie felt ice trickle down her spine and into her arms 
and legs. There hadn't been an intruder the other night. There 
had been a troublesome ghost. 

“Johnny?” Maggie called out instinctively. Silence met her query. 
“Was it you, Johnny? Are you the one who saved me?” Again, 
silence. Maggie waited several long breaths, feeling silly and 

wondering if the near death 
experience had addled her brain. 

“Maggie?” A soft voice spoke up behind her. 

“Oh!” Maggie jumped and spun, almost knocking poor 
Shad to the ground. He had beat Gus up the stairs and was 
looking at her like she had lost her mind. Gus rounded the 
corner then, breathing hard. 

“Who were you talking to?” Shad asked, looking over her 
Shoulder into the empty classroom beyond. 


Maggie didn’t respond but turned and looked up and 
down the long hallway once more. 

“You didn’t see anyone on your way up here, did you 
Gus?” Maggie asked, leading Gus and Shad back into the 
alcove where the accident had occurred. 

“No, Miss Margaret. | didn’t see a soul. Oh Lawdy! You said 
somebody pulled you up out of there?” Gus asked in amazement, 
looking over the ledge down at the smashed garbage bin. Shad 
leaned over a little too far, and Gus grabbed at him, stepping 
back from the ledge, pulling Shad with him. 

“Who was it, Mags?” Shad seemed as confused as 
Maggie, and she shook her head, unwilling to give voice to her 
SUSPICIONS. 

“! would have fallen. | was literally hanging from the 
edge. He...he pulled me up.” 

“Who pulled you up, Miss Margaret?” 

“I! don’t know, Gus. He was here a minute ago.” 

Shad shuddered violently and hugged himself, hopping 
from one foot to the other. "This freaky-assed school should be 
closed!! It's scary as hell!" Shad forgot to watch his language in 
his grandpa's presence and got a thwack to the back of the head 
as a result. 

"Shadrach!" 

Maggie was silent. After a moment, the three of them filed 

wordlessly back down the stairs to the ground floor. Gus said he 
would take care of the trash and the dumbwaiter in the morning. 
He seemed anxious to get out of the 
school where tragedy had been narrowly averted, this time. 
Maggie and Shad didn't object and followed him out. Shad kept 
looking behind him, and he slipped his hand into Maggie's like a 
frightened little boy. Maggie decided it was okay, just this once. 


6 
“| BELIEVE” 


Frankie Laine - 1953 


Maggie arose early that Saturday and pedaled the mile 
or so to the pretty Main Street that boasted a variety of pricey 
boutiques and the stately courthouse and city buildings that 
handled most of the official goings on in Honeyville. Maggie had 
never been inside the newly remodeled library, and it 
hadn’t been on her list of things to do since she’d moved to 
Honeyville five months ago. Aunt Irene had offered to drive her 
there, but Maggie didn’t want her aunt to know what she was 
looking for, and she didn’t know how long it would take her to 
find it - if it could be found. She had fibbed and said she needed 
the exercise. Maggie danced two hours a day, minimum, and she 
didn’t need the exercise, but Aunt Irene shrugged and let her be. 
That was definitely one of the things she liked most about Aunt 
lrene. She gave her plenty of space without making her feel like 
she didn’t care. 

The lady at the front desk looked like she knew her way around a 
library, and as Maggie approached, she mentally rehearsed her 
prepared lines. “Hi,” Maggie chirruped cheerfully, smiling her best 
how-to-butter-up-a grown-up-smile. “I’m doing a little research on 
Honeyville High School for my school paper. We’re doing a big 
spread called ‘Back to the Past,’ and | wondered if you had some 
old newspapers from around the time when the school was 
built?” Maggie didn’t like to lie but, unfortunately, her time in the 
foster care system had helped her to cultivate the ability to tella 

pretty convincing whopper when she needed to. She supposed 
she could have just said she wanted to do research on the Johnny 
Kinross disappearance, but she didn’t really want to explain 


herself. Defensiveness was also a by-product of living in seven 
different homes in seven years. 

“What an interesting idea!” The librarian seemed 
impressed with her lie. Maybe she should make some 
suggestions to the school's newspaper editor, Maggie thought 
with just a twinge of guilt. 

“Well, you are in luck!” the librarian continued happily. 
“We have a new, state-of-the-art microfiche system that has 
been updated with articles from the last 100 years of Honeyville 
history. It is so much easier than digging through those old 
binders of newspaper print.” 

The trim librarian bustled down a long flight of stairs and 
into a room lined with tall stacks of very old books and a couple 
of cubicles with computers housed on metal desks. Instead of old 
books, the whole room smelled like paint and new carpet, 
courtesy of the recent renovation. 

The librarian led Maggie to one of the cubicles and 
showed her how to access the microfiche records. The librarian 
punched in a series of dates and started scrolling through the 
available records. 

“Do you know the year it was built, dear?” The librarian 
asked kindly. “Yes ma’am. It was completed in 1958,” Maggie 
answered, her eyes glued to the screen in front of her. She had 
wheedled that information out of Gus. 

“Well, this should be about the right time period then. Just click 
through these dates. You can also enter key words to narrow your 
search. If you have any questions just come back upstairs, and | 
will be glad to help you.” 

Maggie thanked the nice lady and waited until she 
climbed the stairs before she started clicking through the 
newspaper articles that might help her unravel the mystery of 
Johnny Kinross. 

She found articles that talked about the construction of 
the school. She saw a picture of Aunt Irene’s father-in-law, Mayor 
Clayton Carlton, with a shovel in his hands at the ground 


breaking. He was a handsome enough man, if a guy in his forties 
could even be handsome, which Maggie wasn’t convinced he 
could. 

She clicked ahead until she found a headline that caught 
her attention. “Tragedy at Honeyville High,” it shouted in bold 
print. There were several pictures below the article. One picture 
had a shot of what looked to be Mayor Carlton, his wife, and a 
young Roger Carlton exiting the school. They all looked harried 
and upset, and the caption read “Roger Carlton shown leaving the 
scene of the terrible accident of which he was a witness.” 

Another picture was of a pretty woman who was clearly 
distraught being led from the school on the arm of a policeman. 
The caption identified her as Dolly Kinross. Johnny’s mother. 

Maggie scrolled down farther, and her breath caught in her 

throat. The two brothers, in what were clearly yearbook shots, 
stared back at her from the screen. Billy Kinross, the caption 
indicated his name below his photo, wore thick black glasses not 
unlike hers, and he was smiling shyly into the camera. His hair 
was buzzed short, and it appeared several shades darker than 
his brother’s. He looked young and innocent, and Maggie felt a 
stab of something very close to grief when she looked at him. 
Life really sucked sometimes. 

The other picture was of Johnny Kinross. She would have 
known it was Johnny without the caption. After all, she’d seen him 
before. He was the boy who had saved her from falling. In the 
picture, he was smirking at whoever was behind the camera, and 
one eyebrow was slightly raised, telegraphing his disdain for the 
photo shoot. He was so handsome it almost hurt to look at him. 
His hair was the same, down to the unruly curl on his forehead. He 
was dressed in a black suit and tie with a white dress shirt. She 
guessed all the other senior boys would have worn the same 
thing, just like they had done for senior pictures a couple months 
ago. That much hadn’t changed much in 50 years. 

He looked exactly the same. He hadn’t aged at all. Maggie 
shook her head in disbelief. How could that be? She supposed it 


would make sense if he were just a ghost, but she had clasped his 
arms in her hands and felt the warm skin and the strength of the 
sinewy muscle beneath when he had pulled her from the shaft. 
He wasn’t a ghost. 

Maggie painstakingly read article after article speculating 
on Johnny’s whereabouts. She wasn’t a good reader, and it took 
her a while, but the story held her transfixed. Someone had let it 
slip to the newspaper reporter that there hadn’t been a blood 
trail, though there had been significant blood thought to be 
Johnny’s found at the scene. The reporter quoted an officer 
Parley Pratt who said “the kid just up and vanished.” 

There was an article about the gun Billy Kinross had 
allegedly brandished against Roger Carlton, and it was thought 
that Johnny Kinross had most likely stolen it out of the back of a 
car passing through Honeyville. The owner had stopped for some 
service on his vehicle at Gene’s Automotive where Johnny had 
worked. The owner of the gun hadn’t noticed the gun was missing 
for a couple of weeks. Maggie wondered why Johnny would need 
a gun. The fact that he was suspected of stealing the gun 
reinforced his bad boy reputation and fueled the argument that 
maybe he had run off after his brother was killed. Some 
speculated he had pushed his brother over the balcony, though 
the evidence would indicate otherwise. Roger Carlton fed that 
rumor and was quoted as saying, “I Know Johnny Kinross would 
have killed me too, if he’d had the chance.” Maggie felt a spark of 
anger at the smarmy comment. Roger Carlton apparently hadn't 
taken any responsibility at all for the part he'd played in the 
tragedy. 

Roger's inflammatory statement created quite a buzz for 
several weeks as possible ‘sightings’ of Johnny Kinross popped up 
all over Texas and surrounding states. There had reportedly even 
been sightings in Mexico, and the editor of the Honeyville Crier 
suggested that Johnny Kinross was most likely hiding out south of 
the border. 

A significant amount of time later, there was a sighting 


at the school, and the paper was jam-packed once more with 
several articles about the case. “Gus Jasper, a janitor at the 
high school claims to have seen Johnny Kinross inside the 
school and alerted local officials,” one article stated. 

Eventually there were no more articles about the Kinross 
brothers. No more sightings, nothing else to report. A couple of 
years after Billy’s death and Johnny’s disappearance, Dolly 
Kinross married the Chief of Police. His name was Clark Bailey, 
and he looked like a nice man. There was a picture above the 
announcement in the paper, and Dolly Kinross looked a little 
worn around the edges. But she and the Chief looked good 
together, and they looked happy. Maggie was glad Dolly had 
found someone to love. Nobody should lose her whole family in 
one day. Maggie knew how that felt. 

She clicked through a couple more years of microfiche 
records - pausing only once to look at the wedding announcement 
of Miss Irene Honeycutt to Roger Clayton Carlton, Ill. Irene looked 
young and beautiful in an off-the-shoulder wedding gown and a 
lacy veil. Roger stood stiff and unsmiling beside her. Maggie was 
surprised at how much she looked like her aunt. She never would 
have guessed they resembled each other so closely. It pleased 
Maggie that she would have that connection with Irene; it 
increased her sense of belonging. 

And then there was nothing more - no further mention of 
Johnny Kinross. The mystery had never been solved, and Maggie’s 
mind raced around in every direction, trying to formulate a 
scenario where what she had seen could make sense. There 
wasn’t one. Maggie left the library, thanking the librarian for her 
help on her way out. Then she got on her bike and pedaled 
furiously toward the school. Her key was in her pocket. 


KKK 
Maggie left her bike in the rack closest to the tennis courts. 


Three bikes were already parked in the rack. The tennis courts 
were obscured by thick trees, and if someone saw her bike in the 
rack they would simply assume she was on one of the courts. She 
had no reason to be inside the school on a Saturday. Gus would 
not approve, and she didn’t want to get him in trouble. Shoving 
her hands into the pocket of her light blue hoodie, she felt for her 
key and sprinted around the school to the side entrance door. Not 
stopping to question the wisdom of her actions, she stuck her big 
key into the lock and slipped through the door in a matter of 
seconds. She made sure the door was locked behind her and then 
she simply stood, back against the door, wondering how in the 
world she was supposed to get Johnny Kinross to come out and 
say hello. She wasn’t going to throw herself down the dumbwaiter 
shaft again. She would have to think of something else, something 
less life threatening. Slowly, Maggie moved away from the door 
and down the hallway. 
“Johnny?” Her voice came out a whispery squeak, and 
she giggled nervously. Clearing her throat, she tried again. 
“Johnny?” Much better that time. “I Know it was you who saved 
me the other night. | wanted to thank you.” No response. 
Maggie continued moving forward, turning down an 
intersecting corridor. She called his name again and again, and 
the sound echoed around her. She kept on talking. 
“| could have died, Johnny. At the very least, | might not 
have danced again. A fall like that would have broken my legs.” 
She descended a set of stairs and walked down another short 
corridor, which opened up into the large rotunda that served as 
the impressive entrance to the stately old school. The lobby was 
pristine and quiet, defying the violence that had christened her 
floors. Descriptions from the articles Maggie had just read 
crowded in her head...a pool of blood, a missing body, Billy 
Kinross lying 
in a broken heap. Twin chills tiptoed up her arms and met at the 
base of her neck. This spot probably wasn’t the best place for 
their first conversation. She turned to retrace her steps. 


“A fall like that broke Billy’s neck,” a low voice spoke 
behind her. Maggie gasped and spun around. The blood in her 
veins froze, and her heart faltered from the strain of trying to 
pump solid ice. Her legs wanted to buckle, and she clung to the 
wall, desperately willing them to hold her. Johnny Kinross stood 
in the center of the rotunda, his hands shoved in the pockets of 
his low slung jeans, his head cocked to the side. He looked so 
normal. If normal was James Dean but even better looking. 

Maggie stared at him, transfixed. Part of her wanted to 
run screaming, but her legs had succumbed to the ice water 
infusion in her blood, and she couldn’t feel them anymore. She 
couldn’t move if her life depended on it. When she had seen the 
picture of Johnny Kinross staring defiantly from the pages of the 
decades old paper, she had known that he was indeed the person 
who had pulled her from the dumbwaiter shaft - she had known it 
was him...but Knowing he existed was a totally different matter 
than having him standing before her, larger than life, stranger 
than fiction. 

For the life of her she couldn’t think of what to say next. 
All the things you would usually say to a cute boy didn’t quite 
work in the current situation... and she had no experience talking 
to dead people. She could feel her heartbeat in her throat and 
echoing in her ears; her vocal chords were now frozen as well. 
Johnny seemed to sense that she’d been stricken dumb. He was 
the first to speak. 

“How is it you can see me?” His voice was hushed... 
incredulous...as if the night he had rescued her had been an 
anomaly - as if she’d imagined it all. Johnny cocked his head to 
the other side and raised his one eyebrow. It reminded her of his 
senior picture, and the very normal human gesture released her 
from her paralysis. 


“How is it....that ....you can be seen?” Maggie questioned in return, 
her voice cracking as she forced it to thaw. “Aren’t you.... 


dead?” Maggie didn’t even cringe at her preposterous 
question. The dreamlike quality of this encounter made her 


query eminently reasonable. 

Johnny took a few steps toward her and halted. 

“Sorta.” He shrugged nonchalantly, but the eyes that 
swept over her were anything but casual. They were a piercing, 
unblinking blue, as if he feared closing them would cause her to 
vanish. Seconds passed, and then he continued speaking, his 
voice mystified. 

“Nobody else can see me. Nobody else can even hear me.” 

“Gus Jasper has seen you. He’s the one who told me about 
you.” “Thank goodness for Gus.” A brief grin flashed across 
Johnny’s face, revealing strong white teeth and deep dimples that 
bracketed his mouth briefly before disappearing as his smile fled. 
Maggie gulped. He was way too beautiful for a dead guy, even a 
‘sorta dead’ guy. She reached down and pinched herself hard. 
Was this really happening?? 

“But Gus has only seen me a few times... a few times 
in....what must be decades,” Johnny protested. He took a few 
more steps until only five or six feet separated them. His eyes 
bore in to her, as if she were hiding something vitally important 
to his existence. 

“It’s different with you. You see me and hear me...although 
there have been times when you have been unaware that | was 
near. | don’t know why you see me sometimes and other times 
you don’t, and | never know when those times will be....so I’ve 
had to start watching you through the walls.” He seemed 
reluctant to confess the last bit, and shifted awkwardly, breaking 
his intense eye contact. 

“You can see through walls?” Maggie squeaked. Maybe she had it 
all wrong. Maybe Johnny was from the planet Krypton. It would 
explain so much. “I can see anywhere | want in the school without 
actually being there. | just have to picture the room in my head 
until it comes in to focus,” Johnny explained hesitantly, as if 
knowing how ridiculous his explanation sounded. 

Maggie didn’t know what to say to that, so she said 
nothing. She knew he could control the sound system without 


being in the room, so if he said he could see through walls she 
Supposed he could. 

“What do you mean you’re ‘sorta’ dead?” The questions 
started piling up behind one another in her head, jostling for a 
turn, but this one was first in line. “Nobody can see me or hear 
me, present company excluded.” He quirked that eyebrow at 
her. “So that makes me think | am.... somewhat....dead.” 

“| have seen ghosts of people who are..... actually...dead,” 
Maggie agreed, “so seeing you would still be possible for me if 
you were, indeed, deceased.” Maggie thought this might be the 
most surreal conversation she had ever had. 

“Ahh.” Johnny nodded his head seriously. “That makes 
sense, then.” “It does?” Maggie thought to herself, bewildered. 
Aloud she said, “But | didn’t just see you and hear you, | touched 
yOu...... didn’t I?” Johnny closed the distance between them and 
reached out his hand tentatively. Maggie stiffened imperceptibly, 
and Johnny’s hand ceased moving. What was she so afraid of? 
She knew touching him wouldn’t hurt her. Lifting her own hand, 
Maggie laid it against his. They gasped in unison, and Johnny’s 
eyes held hers intently. 

“That’s the sorta part.” 

Maggie held her breath, feeling his hand pressing into 
hers. It was warm and firm, and his fingers dwarfed hers by 
two inches. It was flesh and bone just as she remembered, 
and there was a slight vibration that hummed against her skin 
as he pressed his palm to hers. 

Johnny’s eyes shifted to the corridor behind her. “There’s 
someone else in the school.” 

Maggie swiveled her head around, dropping her hand. 

“I! shouldn’t be here. | could get in trouble.” When she 
turned back around, Johnny again stood in the middle of the 
rotunda, his hands back in his 
front pockets. Maggie shook her head dizzily. How was that 
possible? She had simply turned her head for a second. 

“So why are you here?” Johnny questioned softly. 


“What?” Maggie was still trying to figure out how he 
had moved so quickly. 

“If you could get in trouble, why are you here?” he 
repeated patiently. “| wanted to thank you for saving me,” 
Maggie blurted out. “I would have been seriously hurt or killed.” 

“We wouldn’t want that....would we? There’s already 
one ghost too many around here.” 

Maggie gaped at him. Was he joking? “That’s not very 
funny.” “No....it’s not, is it?” Johnny looked a little flummoxed, 
and he ran his hands through his hair, barely disturbing the 
golden strands. “My conversation skills are a little rusty, I’m 
afraid.” 

Several voices echoed down the long hall, growing closer 
to the entrance where Maggie and her strange companion stood. 
Maggie was caught between needing to run and desperately 
wanting to stay. Johnny nodded towards the door. 

“Go out the front. The door locks from the outside. 
Nobody will ever know you were here.” 

Maggie ran for the entrance but turned to make 
sure he hadn't disappeared. He hadn’t moved an inch. 

“Johnny?” 

“Yes, Margaret?” 

“You can call me Maggie, most everyone else does.” 

“Okay...Maggie.” 

“Maybe | can help you with the rust issue,” Maggie 
suggested hopefully. 

Johnny didn't respond, but he smiled a little. 


“You won't hide from me next time, will you?” 
Johnny shook his head. 


“So Il’ll see you on Monday, then?” 

“What day is today? 

“You don’t know?” 

“| don’t keep track. It’s easier that way.” 

Maggie stared at him wordlessly, shaken by his response. 
He returned her gaze without further explanation. 


“Then | will just see you soon,” she acquiesced softly. 
“| would like that very much, Maggie.” 


7 
“ALL SHOOK UP” 


Elvis Presley - 1957 


On Sunday, Maggie squirmed through church and fussed 
and fidgeted through dinner. She rattled and cracked her way 
through the after supper dishes, breaking one saucer and a 
teacup, and fiddled incessantly with everything in sight until 
finally Aunt Irene ordered her from the house with instructions to 
“go work off some of that nervous energy!” 

“Gus?” Maggie asked the old man as he rocked beside 
Aunt Irene on the front porch swing. “Do you think | could go to 
the school and dance for a while - would that be okay?” 

Gus thought for a moment and then gave a quick puff on 
his fragrant pipe. “I suppose it wouldn’t do no harm. But take 
Shadrach with you." Maggie stopped in her tracks. Taking Shad 
wouldn't work. Gnawing her lip, Maggie turned, wondering how 
she was going to get out of the house without hurting his 
feelings. 

"| was going to rehearse my dance routines, and Shad 
will be bored, won't you Shad?" Maggie asked hopefully. 

"I can shoot a little hoop, get my Michael Jordan on." Shad shot 
an imaginary ball and then dribbled it through his legs. His feet 
got tangled with the imaginary ball, and he went down hard on 

his butt. His Michael Jordan 


definitely needed work. Maggie groaned. 

"Fine," Maggie grumped, "but you stay in the gym. | can't 
dance with you wanting to show me a move every ten seconds, 
okay?" Maybe Johnny would still show up. 

“Take the car, dear!” It’s getting dark, and | don’t want 
you riding that bike home at night,” Irene insisted graciously. 

And don’t go wanderin’ about alone, Miss Margaret.” Gus 
had been quite shaken by her near fall the week before. “Your 
guardian angel may not be nearby to help you this time.” 

lrene raised questioning eyebrows at Gus’s comment. 
They hadn’t told her about the dumbwaiter fiasco. Maggie didn’t 
hang around to see if Gus spilled the beans. Shouting at Shad to 
meet her in the car, she ran into the house and up the stairs, 
pulling on a leotard and a wrap around skirt and pushing her feet 
into ballet flats. Pulling a brush through her long hair, she flew 
back down the stairs and yanked the keys from the rack, slipping 
out the back door to avoid the couple on the front porch. 

Aunt Irene’s ancient Cadillac was parked in the unattached 
garage, and Maggie eased into the front seat next to Shad, 
slamming the door and starting the engine. Aunt Irene had had 
this car since high school. Its tailfins dated it to the late 50s, and it 
was so long Maggie only drove it when she knew she wouldn't 
have to maneuver it into any tight spaces. It had been 
meticulously cared for and could probably be sold for a pretty 
penny. Aunt Irene had stubbornly hung onto it through a bad 
marriage and Roger’s attempts to Sell it. She’d hung on to it 
through the loss of her wealth and most of her possessions, and 
finally through the loss of all of her family except Maggie. The 
Honeyville Bank and Trust would get Irene’s home when she died. 
The only reason she had stayed in it as long as she had was 
because her close friends owned the bank and had reversed the 
mortgage, taking ownership of the house and giving her a small 
stipend to live on and the right to live in the house until she died. 
When she did, Maggie would be out of a home once more. But she 
would have the car. Aunt Irene had 


made sure of that. 

Maggie parked her inheritance in the back of the school 
and hoped that her being there wouldn’t get Gus in trouble. They 
should be safe. Nobody spent Sunday evenings at the school. She 
would stay in the dance room like she had said she would, and 
Shad would stay in the gym. Hopefully, Johnny would know she 
was there. Her heart sped up at the thought of him, and she 
checked her reflection in the big rearview mirror. Her blue eyes 
were bright with anticipation, and her cheeks and lips were 
flushed pink. Her skin looked good; she could usually count on 
that, and she looked much better without her glasses. She was 
going to have to replace them soon. Everything was so blurry. 
Gus had looked for them at the bottom of the dumbwaiter shaft, 
but he hadn’t been able to find them. She wished she had 
contacts, but Irene couldn’t afford them and Maggie would never 
ask. Her own money went to dancing and school clothes and the 
miscellaneous items that really seemed to add up. Contacts were 
a vanity she really couldn’t indulge. It had never really bothered 
her before, but somehow she didn’t think a girl with big glasses 
was the type of girl Johnny Kinross would go for, or would have 
gone for...before. Maggie sighed. She was mooning over a guy 
who was ‘sorta dead.’ Something was seriously wrong with her. 
She pushed the thought out of her head. 

“Come on, Mags! I'm the only one here to impress, and | 
already think you're beautiful." Shad had already gotten out and 
was waiting in front of the car, impatiently tossing his basketball 
from one hand to the other. 

The school felt warm and cozy when she entered, like maybe it 
was glad to see her. Shooing Shad to the gym, she waited until his 
footsteps faded. Several minutes passed, and she wondered if she 

should call out to Johnny. She suddenly felt shy and awkward. He 
would know she was there. Better to let him come to her. The 
thought made goose bumps rise on her arms, and she hoped he 
wouldn't simply appear in front of her. She walked slowly down the 
hall to the dance room and unlocked it, propping it wide. Could 


ghosts open doors? Maggie shook her head violently. The whole 
thing was bizarre, and trying to 
make sense of it was impossible. 

Maggie moved to put some music on and hesitated once 
more. How could she start dancing when, at any moment, Johnny 
could waltz into the room or worse, not show himself at all? She 
could rehearse her team's dance numbers, but the routines were 
flamboyant and sexy, and Maggie knew she didn’t have that kind 
of confidence at the moment. She was at a complete loss. How 
was she ever going to be able to dance as long as she knew he 
could be watching? Maggie walked to the barre and proceeded to 
move through her standard warm up, but found that her eyes 
kept searching the room behind her in the mirror, expecting him 
to be there, knowing he would startle her when he was. After 
fifteen minutes of a truly pathetic warm-up, Maggie sighed and 
sank to the floor. This wasn't working. 

"You aren't dancing." Johnny leaned against the dance 
room door, arms crossed in front of him, one black boot propped 
against the other. Maggie shrieked a little and smothered it with 
both hands. Darn him! 

"You have to stop popping up out of nowhere and scaring 
me!" Maggie grabbed the ballet barre over her head and pulled 
herself to her feet, hands clutching at the barre to keep from 
shaking. 

"| wasn't trying to scare you. | just couldn't think of a way 
to approach you without scaring you," Johnny confessed softly. "l 
was almost afraid to try. | was worried you wouldn't be able to see 
me again, that it had all been some cruel cosmic joke." The 
thought that Johnny might be as unsure of himself as she was 
made Maggie feel a little better. 

They regarded each other warily. Maggie couldn't seem to 
take her eyes from him. Maybe it was because she was afraid he 
would dissolve into thin air. She was sure it couldn't have 
anything to do with the fact that his skin was golden and his eyes 
were a piercing blue, or that his shirt clung to his muscled 


shoulders and arms like a sculpture in a museum. 


"Your skin is darker than mine. How is that possible?" Maggie blurted 
out, and then almost groaned out loud at how silly she sounded. 


Apparently, he wasn’t the only one who was a little rusty at 
conversation with the opposite sex. "It was August when | was.... 
changed. Now nothing changes. My hair doesn't grow, my skin 
color doesn't lighten, | don't age." Johnny shrugged as if it was no 
big deal. "My clothes don't even wear out." Johnny pulled his t 
shirt away from his beautiful chest and let it go again, sliding his 
hands down to shove them in his jean pockets and shifting his 
weight from one foot to the other. His eyes met hers, 
considering. 

"Are you still afraid?" He asked bluntly. 

Maggie brought her hands to her heart. It was 
pounding. "No," she lied. 

"Why aren't you dancing?" 

"| was afr..." Maggie cut off abruptly, caught admitting 
something she had just denied. She tried again. "I was 
nervous ... um, | guess | felt...self conscious." Maggie finished in 
a jumbled rush and looked down at her feet. "I'll leave." 

“But... can't you still see me, | mean, can't you watch 
me without me knowing it?" 

"Yes. But | won't." 

Maggie considered it fora moment. The thought of him 
leaving made her feel bereft, though she didn’t want to examine 
those feelings too closely. "Don't leave. Just.... can we talk some 
more? | don't think | want to dance today." 

"Do you want to walk?" 

Maggie remembered that she had promised Gus she 
wouldn't go wandering around. Of course, he had said don't 
go wandering around alone. She wouldn't be alone. 

"Okay. But Shad is here..." 

"I'll Keep my eye on him," Johnny said, as if that 
weren't humanly impossible. 

Maggie walked toward him, and Johnny moved from the 


doorway, letting her pass him into the hallway. As she did, the 
ends of her hair rose and reached for him, and her skirts clung 
to her legs as if she had rolled for an hour on thick carpet. 

"What the..?!" Maggie's hands shot to her skirt, trying to 
maintain her modesty. 

Johnny reached out and ran his hand along her hair from 
crown to tips. Immediately, the locks fell in heavy relief, and her 
Skirt swooshed back down around her legs. Maggie's heart 
pounded, and her skin practically hummed with awareness. 

"What did you do?" Maggie gasped. 

"It was static electricity. | just reversed the charge." 

"How?" 

Johnny shrugged again. "As a man thinketh, so does he." 

“That's from the Bible, right?" 

"It is. But | can't give you a better explanation. | seem to 
be made up of energy. | attract it, and then I'm able to release it 
and use it. | don't know how." 

"Is that how you control the music?" 

Johnny nodded, looking down at her as she walked 
beside him, hands clasped behind her back. 

"You scared me that time up in the hallway when | saw 
you, and then again in the dance room the other day. Why did 
you do that?" Maggie wasn't sure she had forgiven him yet. Nor 
did she understand him at all. Scare her one day, save her the 
next. To say Johnny Kinross was an enigma was putting it mildly. 

"You scared me, too." Johnny stopped and turned toward her. "I 
didn't know you could see me, and when you called out to me it 

startled me, and | reacted. The music reacted with me. | didn't 
mean for it to happen." "Oh.” Maggie supposed that made sense. 

“But what about the day | 
came early to dance? How did you know | had dreamed 
about that song?" Johnny raised his eyebrows in question. 
"What song?" 

"That ‘Johnny’song. That was very mean of you." Maggie 

stuck out her chin, challenging him to disagree. His lips 


twitched a little at her stony expression. 

"| don't have any way of knowing what you dream, 
Maggie. I... felt... you walk in to the school and | was.... excited... 
to see you. Then you said that | wasn't real. It made me angry. | 
guess | wanted to show you that | was....real, if that's what | am." 
Johnny's mouth quirked cynically. 

“But that song?" Maggie countered, incredulous. 

“| didn't think about it. | just pulled that song out of the 
air, literally. Songs are easy to access. Every song that has ever 
been played is there in the ether somewhere, playing endlessly. 
Energy isn't really created or destroyed, it's simply redirected." 

Maggie shook her head in amazement, and Johnny began 
to walk again as if he hadn't said something completely mind 
blowing. Maggie watched him for a moment, and he turned back 
toward her, waiting. 

"Is that what happened to you?" Maggie said hesitantly. 
"You weren't destroyed....just redirected?" 

"No, Maggie. That's the problem." Johnny's eyes spoke 
volumes as ancient as time. "I wasn't redirected." 

"What does that mean?" Maggie whispered. 

“| seem to be stuck here, or stuck in between here and 

somewhere else." "You mean somewhere between life and 

death?” 

"Maybe.....or between Heaven and Hell. | guess this is 
Purgatory. I'm trapped in high school." Johnny's voice was dry 
with irony. "The place | hated the very most, and the funny thing 
is, | begged to stay. When | was dying, | begged to stay. | refused 
to go." 

They walked together for several minutes. Maggie noticed 
absently that his feet made no noise in the deserted hallways. 

"Maggie?" 

"Yes?" Maggie looked up at him and blushed at the 
intensity of his gaze. 

"What year is it?" 

"It's November of 2010." 


Johnny sagged where he stood, and the absolute desolation that 
played over his features had Maggie reaching out to him. She 
clasped both of her hands around one of his, and he jerked at the 
contact, shocking her with a sharp frisson of static. She didn’t let 
go, though. All she could think about was how it might feel to 
never touch another human being for over 50 years. As if he 
could read Maggie’s mind, Johnny's hand clenched hers like a 
drowning man, and Maggie felt a sensation similar to that of 
holding her hands close to a television or a computer screen 
without actually touching it - like a humming, buzzing heat 
radiated out from him. Her breath caught in her throat. 

"Mags?" Shad's voice was a high pitched mix of laughter 
and scared confusion, and Maggie jerked like she had been shot. 
Johnny vanished like she'd flipped a light switch. Her hands, now 
empty, were posed mid-air. Why hadn't Johnny warned her Shad 
was coming? 

Maggie's hands dropped to her sides, and she slowly 
turned towards Shad, her mind a tangled torrent of excuses 
and alibis. 

“Margaret O'Bannon, what in the name of Martin Luther 
King, Jr. are you doing?" Shad invoked the name of Martin 
Luther King only when he was truly bowled over. Thankfully, his 
mouth also went in to hyper drive. 

"Wait....you saw him, didn't you? You saw the ghost? Can 
you see him now? Is he nearby?" Shad went into Ninja stance, his 
basketball forgotten, bouncing forlornly down the hall. "What did 
he look like, Mags? Can you see through him? Did he float?" Shad 
did a couple lunges and karate chops to the left and then the 
right. Then he glanced in terror up at the ceiling, as if the ghost 
of Johnny Kinross were waiting to drop over him like a net. 


"Shad...calm down!" Maggie tried to interrupt Shad's blithering tirade, 
but he was moving down the hallway in Ninja squat, arms still 


high and poised for an attack by a ghost... or anyone with a black 
belt. Retrieving his basketball, Maggie followed behind him, trying 
to convince him that Johnny Kinross wasn't going to drag him off. 


By the time they had shut off the lights and exited the school, 
Shad had resumed normal posture, and his speech had returned 
to its regular speed, which was still almost too fast to follow. It 
wasn't until they pulled out of the school's parking lot and headed 
for home that he fell silent. The silence was almost worse than his 
non-stop chatter, and Maggie wiggled uncomfortably. Shad looked 
out the window and said nothing until Maggie pulled into his 
grandpa's driveway. Dim light shone through the front window, 
and Maggie could see Gus rocking in his chair in front of his old 
fashioned television. It still had rabbit ears on the top, although 
she didn’t think rabbit ears worked on TV’s anymore. 

"| Know you're holding out on me, Mags," Shad said softly. "I saw 
you! You were standing there in the middle of an empty hallway 
like you were reaching out to someone...or touching someone. 
That was super freaky, Mags." Shad looked scared, and he 
reached for the door as if he were suddenly afraid of her, too. 
"What | can't figure out is why YOU aren't freaked out, too." 

“It was nothing, Shad!" Maggie laughed weakly, and it 
sounded wrong even to her own ears. Her ability to lie to 
strangers obviously didn't translate to lying to people she cared 
about. "Everything is okay. You don't have to worry." At least that 
much was the truth, and the ring of sincerity must have satisfied 
Shad, because he sighed and proceeded to open his door. 

Suddenly, the lights of another vehicle swung around the 
corner, and a run-down pick-up truck jerked to a halt alongside 
lrene's classic Caddie. Shad froze in his seat, his hand gripping 
the open door. 

"Shaddy! Is that you, baby? Shadrach! Come help me with 
my bags." A thin, black woman with matted corn-rows hanging 
half way down her back tumbled out of the driver's seat and was 
pulling odds and ends out of the back of the poorly parked truck. 
Apparently, Malia Jasper had decided to come home. 

Maggie looked at her young friend and wondered what was 
worse, losing your mother to death, like she had, or losing her 
year after year, over and over again, every time she decided to 


Split. 
The door to the little house opened, and Gus's thin frame filled 
the doorway, backlit by the blue glow of the television. He 
flipped on the porch light, and even from the harsh shadow, 
Maggie could see the strain on his face. 
"See you tomorrow, Mags," Shad sighed like he carried 
the weight of the world, or at least Honeyville, on his shoulders. 
He stepped out of the car and shut the heavy door behind him. 
"Shad!" Maggie called after him, wondering if she should 
hang around for moral support. Shad leaned down, sticking his 
head through the partially opened window. “Please go, Okay, 
Mags? Just .....juSt go, okay?" He pleaded sweetly, and Maggie 
nodded her consent. 
He withdrew his head, and Maggie backed out, wishing 
she could help, but knowing that there wasn't a damn thing she 
could do. Yep, life sucked sometimes. 


KKK 


Maggie wasn’t sure what had awakened her - but the moonlight 
shone brightly through her open curtains, and the room was lit up 
in white moon glow. She rubbed the sleep from her eyes and sat 
up, disoriented and grumpy. She cried out in terror as a big man 
suddenly loomed at the end of her bed. He didn’t lunge for her or 
seek to silence her scream, but instead lumbered over to the 
cushioned window Seat that jutted out below her big window that 
looked out over Irene’s flower garden. She knew him...he’d been 
in her room before. 

With some difficulty, Roger Carlton knelt beside the 

window seat and pulled the cushion off. Inserting a key into a 
little lock that had been covered by the pillow, he lifted the seat, 


exposing a hollowed out area that looked empty except for the 
large book of some sort that he pulled from inside. Grunting 
heavily, he heaved himself up, shut the lid, and then sank back 
down on it. When he opened the heavy tome, Maggie could see 
what looked like newsprint and black and white photos. 

The ghost of Roger Carlton perused the pages slowly, one 
by one. Maggie couldn’t see what he was looking at, but he 
seemed absorbed by what he studied, his face twisted in 
concentration. She knew he wasn’t really in her room. This was 
simply something he’d done many times when he was alive, and 
she was getting a repeat performance...again. The book he read 
may very well be sitting inside the window bench at this very 
moment, or it could have been moved before he died. Still, her 
heart pounded and her limbs shook as she watched him finger the 
words and pictures intently, turning a page only after staring at 
the previous one for what seemed an eternity. 

Suddenly, his image winked out, and Maggie was left 
staring at the empty bench, its cushion restored, completely 
alone in her room. On shaking legs, she crept from her bed and 
pulled the thin cushion from the bench. She tried to lift the lid 
as she had seen Roger do, but it was locked tight. Maggie 
stood, looking out the window into the backyard at the light 
and shadows that colored the empty flower beds, leafless 
trees, and bristly shrubs in varying shades of grey. She would 
really have to see about getting a new room. This was the 
second time she’d had to wake up to Roger Carlton. She didn’t 
think she could stomach sharing her room with his old secrets. 


